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This study examines the relationship between the use of formative assessment in 
the middle school classroom and select causal factors.  For the purpose of this study, the 
definition of formative assessments is that proposed by Heritage, Kim, Vendliski, and 
Herman as, “A systematic process to continuously gather evidence and provide feedback 
about learning while instruction is under way” (2009, p. 1).  Factors affecting the use of 
formative assessments explored in this study include leadership behaviors, professional 
development, the influence of instructional coaches, and aspects of teacher 
demographics.  Through a mixed-method design, utilizing both a quantitative and 
qualitative approach, data were collected and analyzed.    
The quantitative data showed no any significant relationship between formative 
 
 ii 
assessment and the independent variables of leadership behavior, professional 
development, and the influence of instructional coaches.  The data showed that in the area 
of teacher demographics, there did exist a significant relationship between the grade level 
taught and the use of formative assessments, suggesting that teachers in the highest grade 
level (grade 8) had the highest frequency of use.   
Data collected through the qualitative research revealed that the school in which 
more frequent professional development training was provided by the school’s 
instructional coach in the area of formative assessment strategies, the frequency of their 
use was more prevalent.  The findings suggest that the influence of the instructional 
coach is a factor in teachers’ use of formative assessment.   
Results from this study add to the body of evidence relating to use of formative 
assessment.  As a result of the findings, the position of instructional coach and how they 
impact student achievement is recommended for further study. 
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THE PROBLEM IN CONTEXT 
Embedded in mission statements of many educational institutions is the idea of 
successfully preparing students for progressive stages of maturation.  Mounting concerns 
of the failure of schools to accomplish this goal has sparked debate within the education 
community and the community at large.  The lag in student achievement, particularly on 
the part of students within urban and economically disadvantaged public school settings 
has resulted in a myriad of school reform initiatives with focused attention on many 
facets of what takes place in the classroom.  Efforts on the part of political officials and 
the constituents who elect them to hold schools more accountable have resulted in close 
scrutiny on what students are taught and how we assess what is learned.  For most of the 
last century, assessment was seen as a way of finding out what students had learned 
(William, 2007).  Current trends suggest that supplementing summative assessments (also 
known as assessments of learning) with formative assessments (known as assessments for 
learning) has gained increased momentum in the educational community.  Research 
conducted by Perie, Marion, Gong, and Wurzel (2007) notes three tiers of assessments: 
summative, interim, and formative assessments.  Summative assessments are those 
usually referred to as high-stakes tests and are generally associated with accountability 






assessments are criterion-referenced, meaning they measure a predetermined set of 
standards.   
According to Perie et al. (2007), interim assessments are commonly known as 
medium-cycle assessments that fall between summative and formative assessments.  
They are typically administered multiple times during the year, intended for use at the 
teacher or student level to inform instruction and identify whether standards are being 
mastered in a timely fashion.  The data are designed to be aggregated beyond the 
classroom and used for data-driven decisions throughout the school and district.  
Formative assessments are the most instructionally sensitive types of assessments and are 
considered an ongoing activity or process.  They are embedded within instructional 
activities and are linked directly to current teaching and learning activities in the 
classroom.     
Pinchok and Brandt (2009) define formative assessments as a process in which 
teachers use various tools and strategies to determine what students know, identify gaps 
in understanding, and plan future instruction to improve learning.  Feedback to the 
instructor serves to identify the degree to which instruction was successful and to identify 
needed changes in instruction.  It can be used to distinguish between individual and group 
problems that can then be used to suggest solutions: revision of instruction, specific 
group work, or individual remediation (Stull, 2011).   
In addition to the teacher gaining useful information to support instruction, 
proponents tout the benefits of formative assessments with engaging students more 






integral partners in the formative assessments process suggesting that they may be the 
key factor in optimizing its successful implementation.  If students know what success 
looks like and receive constructive, data-based feedback on how they can adjust their 
thinking in a positive, supportive manner, their confidence and willingness to commit to 
the hard work of learning should increase.  This is an essential aspect of the formative 
assessments process.  Feedback provided to students becomes formative when students 
are provided with scaffold instruction or thoughtful questioning that serve as prompts for 
sustained and deeper discussion.  This instructional approach closes the gap between their 
current level of understanding and the desired learning goal (Clark, 2011). 
Clark (2010) identified 16 formative assessments strategies as higher order 
questioning techniques; use of problem solving techniques; jot time (students are 
afforded an extended period of time to commit their ideas in writing before the beginning 
of an interaction); use of wrong answers; wait time; traffic lighting; group work and pair 
work; discussions; feedback as comments and not grades; oral feedback; sharing 
assessments criteria; peer assessments; redrafting of work; developing peer-peer 
communication skills (relational skills training); collaborative goal setting; and reflective 
learning.  This study examines the relationship between causal factors and the use of 
formative assessments in the classroom.   
 
Statement of the Problem 
This research focused on teachers’ use of formative assessments in the classroom 
of four metropolitan-area middle schools in Georgia and possible variables that fosters 






many argue the importance of the building leader in cultivating a climate that results in 
improved student achievement.  Educational trends have resulted in a shift from the 
primary role of the school principals as manager to the principal’s role as instructional 
leader.  Exemplary principals hire, train, support, and retain effective teachers, while 
releasing those who are not ensuring students excel (Briggs, Davis, & Cheney, 2012).   
Briggs et al. (2012) go on to state that principals create a climate that value effective 
teaching and support teacher collaboration.  Increased demands for improved student 
performance require the need for increased teacher scrutiny and support by the school 
principal.  As a result, the role of the principal as instructional leader has gained 
increased significance.  Principals are required to establish instructional and data systems 
to help teachers succeed and understand whether their teaching is producing student 
mastery (Briggs, Davis, & Cheney, 2012).   
Mullican and Ainsworth (1979) cited studies by Miller and others suggesting that 
important differences in pupil learning can occur between schools with nearly identical 
facilities, staff and socioeconomic class but for the leadership behavior of the principal 
and his or her staff.   Miller’s (1976) work notes that improving the skills of the principal 
and the organizational climate of the school may have a significant payoff in improved 
student achievement.  Briggs et al. (2012) concluded that if we expect principals to 
engage in the hard work of instructional leadership, we must ensure that state and district 
policies are coordinated and aligned in support of instructional improvement as the 






During the 2012–2013 school year, Georgia, the state in which this study is being 
conducted, implemented a program designed to support and evaluate school leaders in 
targeted areas of leader effectiveness.  This instrument, the Georgia Leader Keys 
Effectiveness System (LKES), covers a variety to leadership behaviors attributed to 
improving student achievement organized by standards.  Of particular interest to this 
research, is the standard pertaining to Planning and Assessments.   
Prior to the 2012–2013 school year, school leaders’ effectiveness was assessed 
using the Georgia Leadership Evaluation Instrument (GLEI).  Although suggested 
performance practices of the GLEI referenced the use of assessments results to improve 
the instructional program, no delineation existed between different types of assessments.  
References to the state testing program suggest monitoring only the use summative 
assessments data as an instructional strategy.   
In addition to primarily management responsibilities of the past, today’s school 
leaders are expected to lead schools instructionally with the ultimate goal of increasing 
student learning while helping the staff to grow professionally (Stronge & Leeper, 2011).  
Georgia’s Leader Keys Effectiveness System is a common evaluation system that 
measures leader effectiveness of the Performance Standards while ensuring consistency 
and comparability across districts, based on a common definition of leader effectiveness 
(Georgia Department of Education, 2013c).  The Leader Keys Effectiveness System 
consists of three components which contribute to an overall Leader Effectiveness 
Measure (LEM): Leader Assessments on Performance Standards (LAPS), Governance 






of Education, 2013b).  Leader Assessments on Performance Standards is a set of eight 
researched based standards developed by the state of Georgia that define the qualities of 
effective leaders.  The purpose of these standards is to specify performance expectations 
across the state, to support leader growth and development (Georgia Department of 
Education, 2013c). 
 The eight standards of the Leader Assessments on Performance Standards are 
organized under four domains: school leadership, organizational leadership, human 
resources leadership and professionalism, and communication.  Under the domain of 
Organizational Leadership, Standard 3 – Planning and Assessments prescribe the 
performance indicators pertaining to this study.  Standard 3 states, “The leader effectively 
gathers, analyzes, and uses a variety of data to inform planning and decision-making 
consistent with established guidelines, policies, and procedures” (Georgia Department of 
Education, 2013b, p. 2).  Cawelti and Protheroe (2003) note that making use of student 
data to improve student outcomes is an important organization management 
responsibility of a school leader.  They suggest that successful schools use assessments 
data to measure student progress in meeting instructional goals and to drive 
improvement. 
The performance standards as outlined in the Leader Keys Effectiveness System 
include performance indicators for each standard.  The list of performance indicators is 
neither exhaustive nor prescriptive and leaders are not expected to demonstrate each 
performance indicator.  The performance indicators do however provide examples of 






being successfully met (Georgia Department of Education, 2013b).  Among the 
performance indicators detailed in the Leader Assessments on Performance Standards of 
the Leader Keys Effectiveness System, three pertain specifically to the use of formative 
assessments:  
1. Performance Indicator 3.7: Uses research-based techniques for gathering 
and analyzing data from multiple sources to use in making decisions 
related to the curriculum and school improvement.   
2. Performance Indicator 3.8: Monitors and evaluates the use of diagnostic, 
formative, and summative assessments to provide timely and accurate 
feedback to students and parents, and to inform instructional practices.  
3. Performance Indicator 3.9: Uses assessment information in making 
recommendations or decisions that are in the best interest of the 
learner/school/district.  (p. 8) 
Education, like many other professions, carries an expectation of on-going professional 
training.   
During the 2010 Legislative Session, the General Assembly voted to temporarily 
suspend the requirements of Professional Learning Credits for certificate renewal due to 
budgetary constraints.  As a result the licensing agency for Georgia teachers, The 
Professional Standards Commission (PSC) modified its requirement for certification 
renewal through 2015 but does continue to support Local Education Agencies (LEAs) in 
the development, delivery and evaluation of local professional learning activities 






Research suggests that professional development that engages teachers in 
instructional inquiry over an extended time through collaborative professional learning 
communities (PLCs) is effective in improving instruction and student achievement 
(McConnell, Parker, Eberhardt, Koehler, & Llundeberg, 2013).  In-service training 
during a reform initiative in Chicago provided researchers an opportunity to examine its 
effects on student achievement (Jacob & Lefgren, 2004).  Jacob and Lefgren found that 
marginal increases in in-service training have no statistically or academically significant 
effect on achievement, suggesting that modest investments in professional development 
may not be sufficient to increase achievement.  Viadero (2005) suggests the following: 
“Educational programs which are focused on the academic content that teachers must 
cover as well as how students think about that content are more effective than those that 
impart more generic teaching techniques” (p. 18).   
Varela (2012) argues that with increased accountability of teachers, teachers in 
turn demand high-quality professional development.  Varela describes high-quality 
professional development as (a) differentiated to meet the varying needs of teachers,  
(b) embedded in daily classroom practice, and (c) on-going, allowing teachers to focus 
not only on analyzing students' work but on how teachers teach different lessons and the 
results obtained from such differences. 
Some suggest that professional development is most effective as an outgrowth of 
a culture of shared inquire.  Bloom and Vitcov (2010) argue that leaders cultivate 
learning communities by listening, honoring the good work that has already been done, 






questions that lead to organizational transformation and changes in instructional practice.  
In the opinion of Bloom and Vitcov, principals are the chief learners who support 
learning.  Similarly, Williams (2013) studied an urban school district of 200 schools that 
organized into smaller professional learning communities to collaborate weekly for the 
purposes of learning, joint lesson planning, and problem-solving.  Among other strategies 
teachers reported that the use of data from multiple sources used to inform instruction 
was a positive outgrowth of this professional learning endeavor.  Findings from 
Williams’ work contributed further evidence that potent connections among student 
achievement, teacher collaboration, and change continue to exist in the 21st century 
(Williams, 2013).   
The influence of instructional coaches is another factor that can impact the use of 
formative assessments in the classroom.  Steinbacher-Reed and Powers (2011) 
acknowledged that for the last decade, federal and state departments of education in the 
United States have promoted coaching in schools as evidenced by the widespread use 
of coaches as an implementation tool for the Reading First initiative.  According to 
Walpole and Blamey (2008), coaches serve teachers through ongoing, comprehensive 
professional development consistent with a system of theory, demonstration, practice, 
and feedback.  In 2006, the International Reading Association (IRA), the national council 
of Teachers of English, the National Council of Teachers, of Mathematics, the National 
Science Teachers Association, and the National Council for the Social Studies 
collaborated to develop standards for middle and high school literacy coaches.  The 






embedded coaches, (c) evaluators of literacy needs, and (d) instructional strategists 
(International Reading Association, 2006).  Generally coaching exist on a continuum 
from least to most intense including such activities as: (a) developing collaborative 
relationships with teachers and the building principal, (b) working with individuals or 
teacher teams to analyze data  and develop instructional strategies, (c) provide job-
embedded professional development, (d) model research-based instructional practices,  
(e) plan opportunities for dialogue on improvements in teaching strategies and student 
performance, and (f) conduct teacher observations and provide feedback.  
  L’Allier, Elish-Pipe, and Bean (2010) concluded from research on the role of 
literacy coaches in the elementary school that coaches are most effective when they have 
specialized knowledge in how to teach, paired with an understanding of how to work 
effectively with adults.  Additionally, literacy coaches are more effective when they 
spend at least half of their time working directly with teachers.  L’Allier et al. (2010) 
argue that effective coaches produce positive growth in teacher practice and in student 
learning.  Saphier and West (2010) argue that the principal and the coach together and the 
relationships they have with one another are the main catalysts for improving teaching in 
the building.  For the coach to operate successfully, the coach and the principal must be 
in true partnership and focused on the learning environment for adults, with clear ideas of 
how each plays a part in building the practices of such a culture and how they support 
one another.  
McCombs and Marsh (2009) found in their study of 113 middle school teachers 






associated with positive student outcomes.  They found a significant, albeit small 
relationship between how often the coach reviewed assessments data with reading 
teachers and better reading and mathematics scores or increased student achievemnt.   
Walpole and Blamey (2008) highlighted the critical role that coaches play in instructional 
planning through the use of data analysis suggesting that, effective instructional coaches 
support teachers with the use of informal diagnostic assessments to guide daily 
instructional decisions.  This research may find that the influence of instructional coaches 
has an impact on the use of formative assessments in the classroom studied.  
Rice (2003) found that a number of studies conducted, linked a positive effect of 
experience to teacher effectiveness.  Gardner (2006) quoted Linda Darling-Hammond 
who said the following:  
A lot of kids, particularly poor urban kids, get new, inexperienced teachers.  We 
know students learn more when teachers are more experienced.  School districts 
that keep hiring teachers on emergency credentials create their own revolving 
door.  Not only does learning suffer when a teacher goes out the door as fast as he 
came in, but the financial costs of teacher attrition are huge.  (p. 42)   
One benefit of the No Child Left Behind Act, is the requirement that every 
classroom is staffed with a “highly qualified” teachers.  While this may seem simple in 
theory, finding and retaining quality teachers remains a constant struggle for districts and 
school administrators as they deal with this reality.  Darling-Hammond and Berry (2006) 







Although some aspects of NCLB’s teacher-quality provision have raised 
legitimate concerns, we believe that this provision draws much-needed attention 
to the importance of ensuring equitable student access to high-quality teachers.  
Meeting the provisions goals, however, will require a national effort aimed at 
recruiting and retaining teachers in high-need schools.  (p. 16)   
The question remains – what constitutes “highly qualified” status and does that 
necessarily translate in to a teacher with the proper qualifications for a particular job?  
Darling-Hammond and Berry go on to say that, “The measures currently used to qualify 
teachers are largely multiple-choice tests focused on basic skills or subject-matter 
knowledge.  Almost none evaluate actual teaching skills or performance” (p. 17).   
Looney (2011) argued that while there is no single, widely accepted definition of 
teacher quality, perhaps a reflection of the complexity of teaching and learning reveals 
traits of effective teachers.  Looney suggested that effective teachers: (a) are intellectually 
able, (b) have good knowledge of the subject-area(s) and competences they are teaching 
as well as a broad repertoire of teaching methods and strategies to meet diverse students’ 
needs, (c) develop positive relationships with their students and recognize the crucial role 
of motivation and emotions in learning, (d) have strong classroom management skills, 
including clarity in presentation of ideas, well-structured lessons and appropriate pacing, 
(e) are skilled assessors, able to use formative assessments to monitor students and 
provide timely and specific feedback on what they need to do to improve performance 






positive school climate to improve overall school performance and to engage in mutual 
support and professional learning. 
 
Significance of the Study 
This study explored experience and other associated aspects of teacher quality 
supported by current research as possible linkages to research-based instructional 
practices, specifically, the use of formative assessments as an instructional tool.  
Additionally, aspects of leadership behavior, professional development and the influence 
of instructional coaches were researched for possible effects on the use of formative 
assessments.   
This research adds to the body of work relating to factors that influence the use of 
teaching strategies that enhance teaching and learning, specifically the use of formative 
assessments in the classroom.  Findings from this study provide districts and schools with 
insights for improving how formative assessments are utilized and how teachers are 
supported and trained in their use.    
 
Organizational Structure 
As districts grapple with the demands of increased accountability in the face of 
declining funding, the role of the school principal grows in complexity.  The data are 
clear: Teachers matter, but what often gets lost in the policy conversation is the role of 
the school leader in ensuring that there is a strong teacher in every classroom (Briggs, 
Davis, & Cheney, 2012).   Briggs et al. (2012) suggest that if we expect principals to 






policies are coordinated and aligned in support of instructional improvement as the 
highest priority.   
 The organizational structure of the district studied provides direct support to 
teachers from principals and assistants, who supervise, monitor and develop professional 
learning opportunities.  Principals received direct support from Regional Assistant 
Superintendents who monitor and evaluate implementation of the Leader Keys 
Effectiveness System (LKES).  Additionally, on-going professional learning is provided 
to principals to support the implementation of the Leader Keys Effectiveness System.  
The Department of Research, Assessments and Grants offer principals needed support in 
the administration and analysis of local interim assessments, (also referred to as 
benchmark assessments).   
Field-based instructional coaches are located in schools throughout the district 
based on funding and academic need.  Although the instructional coaches are funded by 
federal Title I dollars, coaches report directly to and are supervised by the school 
principal.  The organizational structures of the entities involved are outlined in Figure 1.   
Efforts to increase student performance in the district has resulted in the 
implementation of numerous reform models, innovative instructional delivery models and 
initiates—America’s Choice, High Schools That Work, International Baccalaureate, 
Montessori, Reading First, SpringBoard, and Success For All.  Other program initiatives 
include Literacy Collaborative, Reading Recovery, Accelerated Reader and Math, STAR 
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Figure 1.  Organizational Structure of the Research District 
 
Within the last 14 years, the district has reorganized its support structure multiple 
times in an effort to provide better instructional support to the schools and to compensate 
for decreased revenue that resulted in staff reductions.  For two years during this period 
of transition, central office support was vertically aligned, with schools clustered in a K-
12 configuration.  After two years, the vertical structure was abandoned for a horizontal 
configuration, with schools grouped on elementary, middle, and high school teams.  
Currently, schools are organized in clusters of vertically grouped teams roughly aligned 
by geographical regions. 
Race-to-the-Top (RT3) is a $4 billion federal grant opportunity provided in the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) to support new approaches 






to encourage and reward states that are creating conditions for education innovation and 
reform (Georgia Department of Education, 2013b).  Using these funds, the Georgia 
Department of Education designed the Leader Keys Effectiveness System (LKES) to 
support school leaders.  Standards relating to the principal’s role in Instructional and 
Organizational Leadership provide a means to evaluate leader effectiveness and target 
areas on needed support.  The school year beginning August 2012, marked the first year 
of full implementation of the LKES. 
Additionally, RT3 funds were utilized by the Georgia Department of Education to 
offer professional learning opportunities for educators on Formative Instructional 
Practices (FIP).  Formative Instructional Practices, according to the Georgia Department 
of Education [GaDOE] (2013) include formal and informal assessments processes that 
teachers and students use to gather evidence of student learning.  A key expectation of 
FIP is that teachers develop the skills to guide students to take ownership for their own 
learning. Research has shown that FIP strategies, when appropriately used during 
teaching and learning, increase student achievement.   
 
Summary 
This study was designed to determine the causal factor(s) impacting the use of 
formative assessments in this metropolitan school setting.  A variety of independent 
variables were considered.  These factors are, leadership behaviors, school based 







The critical role of “being instructional leader” played by the principals affects 
teaching and student achievement (Blasé & Blasé, 1999).  Blasé and Blasé suggest that 
principals establish instructional and data systems to help teachers succeed and 
understand whether their teaching is producing student mastery.  By creating the 
structures for quality teaching throughout the building, principals send a message that 
teaching and learning are what matter (Briggs, Davis, & Cheney, 2012).  Despite the 
current fervor and enthusiasm for leadership and leadership development in education, 
there is still much that is not yet understood about the complex relationship between 
school leadership and school improvement (Harris, 2005).  This study is designed to 
examine specific leadership behaviors to determine if those behaviors impact teacher 
behaviors as related to the use of formative assessments in the classroom. 
Varela (2012) documents that the importance of building a community of learning 
practitioners is clearly called for by the evolving educational standards that call for 
teamwork, goal setting, data analysis, and accountability at every level” (p. 20).  
Professional development will be considered in this study as having an impact on the use 
of formative assessments in the classroom.  
Saphier and West (2010) state that coaching provides a strategic, systemic 
approach to improving student learning.  This research examines the relationship between 
the influence of instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments in the 
classroom.  Chambers, Henson, and Sienty (2001) indicate that effective teachers possess 






Among the characteristics considered in this study is teachers’ qualification and 
professional experience.  
The use of formative assessments to determine student understanding and 
progress in order to identify learning needs and shape teaching has become a prominent 
issue in education reform.  Not so many years previous, teacher-made tests were the main 
source of gathering this type of information.  While teacher-made tests continue to 
represent a large portion of the formative assessments used, online assessments 
developed by testing companies, districts and states also share in this lucrative market in 
today’s classrooms.  Additionally, questioning techniques are increasingly emphasized as 
an effective strategy for checking for understanding.  Fisher, Grant, Frey, and Johnson 
(2008) suggest that formative assessments strategies, such as oral questioning, writing 
prompts, and tests are essential to developing the detailed knowledge of students’ 
understandings and misunderstandings necessary to teach with precision.  As such, well-
crafted questions are a great way for teachers to determine what their students know, 
need to know, and misunderstand.  Effective questioning involves planning appropriate 
questions as well as planning for the appropriate way to handle both correct and incorrect 
responses (Fisher, Grant, Frey, & Johnson, 2008). 
Higher order questioning techniques; use of problem solving techniques; jot time 
(students are afforded an extended period of time to commit their ideas in writing before 
the beginning of an interaction); use of wrong answers; wait time; traffic lighting; group 
work and pair work; discussions; feedback as comments and not grades; oral feedback; 






communication skills (relational skills training); collaborative goal setting; and reflective 
learning are among the 16 formative assessments strategies suggested by Clark (2010).    
Black and Dylan (2010) conclude that “There is a body of firm evidence that formative 
assessments is an essential component of classroom work and that its development can 
raise standards of achievement” (p. 90).   
This study sought to identify the use of specific types of formative assessments in 
the classrooms of the participating schools and the impact of causal factors on their use.   
The goal was to address the following research questions (RQ): 
RQ1: What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors and 
the use of formative assessments? 
RQ2:  What is the nature of the relationship between professional development 
and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ3:  What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ4:  What is the nature of the relationship between teacher demographics and 
the use of formative assessments? 
Findings of this study can benefit the district in improving leader behaviors and teacher 
practices as it relates to the use of formative assessments and that could ultimately 




REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
The review of research studies was conducted under the following headings: 
Student Achievement, Formative Assessments, Leader Behavior, Leader Keys 
Effectiveness System (LKES), Professional Development, Instructional Coaches, and 
Teacher Demographics. 
Student Achievement 
 The ultimate goal of most school initiatives is increased student performance.  
Dunn and Mulvernon (2009) argue that the implementation of No Child Left Behind 
(NCLB) in 2002, and subsequent sanctions for lower performing school systems, has led 
to a myriad of educational interventions to improve student achievement.  Dunn and 
Mulvenon (2009) stated the following: “A common method advocated to improve student 
achievement is the use of formative assessments, both to improve the pedagogical 
practices of teachers and to provide specific instructional support for lower performing 
students” (p. 1).   
 Meiers and Khoo (2006) designed a study to follow the growth in literacy and 
numeracy of a cohort of students throughout their primary school experience.  A sample 
of 1000 students in 100 schools formed this cohort, which commenced in 1999.  A scale 
was developed for a range of proficiencies that were tracked for the duration of the 





opportunities for students all entering school with a distribution of literacy achievement.  
Added to the complexity is the fact that students start at different points and achieve at 
different rates.  A large portion of the differences lies across schools, indicating that 
schools play a major role in literacy development. 
Ding and Sherman (2006) examined the relationship between teacher 
effectiveness and student achievement as measured by test scores, challenging the 
premise that test scores are directly related to the quality of teaching effectiveness.  
Multiple studies were used including one in which data was gathered from the Tennessee 
value-added assessments system.  The researched used mixed-modeling to conduct 
longitudinal analyses of student achievement to make estimates of school, class size and 
teacher effects.  Data seem to support the claim that the most important factors 
influencing student learning is the teacher.  Effective teachers appear to result in higher 
student achievement at all achievement levels, however, the study failed to define teacher 
effectiveness.  Conclusions suggest that data on teacher effectiveness are often affected 
by uncontrolled and complex variables unrelated to schools, pupils, and the teaching act.  
The findings from these studies support the idea that student learning is an interactive 
process in which student characteristics influence the outcomes.  Therefore, effective 
teaching is conditioned on student characteristics, and just as the student learning is 
conditioned on the effective teaching. 
Brophy (1988) studied the impact of teacher behavior on compensatory education 
for low-achieving student with socioeconomic status backgrounds.  The emphasis is on 





research on cooperative learning methods, conceptual change teaching, the teaching of 
cognitive strategies, individualized and computerized instruction, adaptive education and 
mastery learning is also considered.  It concludes that regardless of the setting, the key to 
achievement gain by low-achieving students is maximizing the time that they spend being 
actively instructed or supervised by their teachers.  The educational programs likely to be 
most effective with these students are programs developed on the basis of general 
principles of good instruction rather than programs designed from the beginning as 
responses to special needs or learning deficits. 
May, Huff, and Goldring (2012) presented results from a 3-year longitudinal 
study of principal activities and student performance.  A 3-level HLM growth model 
(with test scores nested within students, and students nested within schools) was 
employed to determine the degree to which principals’ activities were associated with 
student performance at baseline, and changes in student performance over time.  Results 
suggest that principals’ activities are remarkably variable over time, that specific 
leadership activities are more prevalent in some school contexts, and that specific 
changes in leadership activities over time (e.g., increasing time on instructional 
leadership) do not predict changes in student performance in a consistent manner across 
schools.  
Student achievement continues to be the focus of education research and debate.  
As reflected in this literature, much of the research centers on the relationship between 
adult behaviors and activities relating to student outcomes.  Cited behaviors are 






Anderson, Zuiker, Taasoobshirazi, and Hickey (2007) studied a multilevel 
approach to enhancing assessments and discursive feedback in the teaching of science 
with the goal of developing an understanding of the ways that a systematic approach 
supports learning.  Findings demonstrate ways that student and teacher engagement in 
collaborative activities and social type conversations support meaningful understanding.   
William, Lee, Harrison, and Black (2004) suggest that formative assessments lead to 
higher quality learning.  The study reports on the achievement of secondary school 
students who worked in classrooms where teachers made time to develop formative 
assessments strategies.  Twenty-four teachers of mathematics and science in six schools 
in two different school districts were supported over a 6-month period in exploring and 
planning their approach to formative assessments.  Results of the study provide firm 
evidence that improving formative assessments does produce tangible benefits in terms of 
externally mandated assessments. 
Quint, Sepanik, and Smith (2008) argue formative assessments have been widely 
hailed as a potential vehicle for improving student achievement, yet little solid research 
evidence exists about their effectiveness, especially in reform-rich school districts.  The 
study looks at changes in reading scores over time at 21 schools that change at a group of 
comparison schools serving demographically similar students during the same period.  
The process analysis found that teachers at the study schools reported that the 
professional development they received from the training on the assessments instrument 





students.  At the same time, while the intervention was implemented as intended it was 
not very intensive; the majority of survey respondents spent limited time actually 
implementing the assessments.  Moreover, teachers at the comparison school spent as 
much or more time analyzing data, including data from other types of formative 
assessments. 
Ruiz-Primo and Furtak (2006) explored how four middles school science 
teachers’ used questions as a method of informal formative assessments, and compared 
those practices to measures of student learning.  The approach of exploring each teacher’s 
questioning practices was based on viewing whole-class discussions as assessments 
conversations in which the teacher drew out and reacted to students’ evolving 
understanding.  Assessments conversations were described as consisting of a four-step 
cycle, where the teacher elicits a question, the student responds, the teacher recognizes 
the student’s response, and then uses the information collected to support student 
learning.  The results indicate that the teachers whose enactment of informal formative 
assessments was more consistent with the model had students with higher performance 
on embedded assessments and on posttest scores.   
In this study, Volanta and Beckett (2011) interviewed 20 teachers working in 
elementary and secondary schools from two school districts in southern Ontario, Canada 
about their understanding and use of particular formative assessments strategies.  
Analysis of the interviews followed a constant comparison method and revealed a variety 
of emerging themes.  Results suggested an imbalance in the use of formative assessments 





teachers noted tensions in using particular formative assessments strategies such as peer 
assessments and self-assessments.  The discussion focuses on the implications for teacher 
education reform and professional development so that greater synergy between 
formative assessments research and practice can be obtained in contemporary classrooms. 
 In this study, Chan, Tam, and Li (2011) examined student interaction and formative 
assessments.   Multiple choice questions (MCQ) being a familiar assessments tool for 
most teachers, the researchers thought that it would be ideal if there were a combined 
approach which involved using MCQ to assess formatively and at the same time, to 
encourage student engagement and in-class interaction.  Three MCQ delivery methods 
were used.  A student survey showed that the use of Clickers is particularly effective in 
allowing students to participate anonymously, interact with peers and obtain immediate 
feedback.  However, teachers have to bear in mind that only carefully designed MCQs 
can encourage deep learning and assist students in developing higher-order cognitive 
level knowledge. 
Sainsbury and Tom (2011) conducted a project that aimed to explore the use of 
computer-based testing or e-assessments to delivery immediate feedback to teachers and 
students.  The technique is intended as a formative assessments technique for use by 
teachers in planning the next steps in teaching and learning.  A pair of tests assessing 
early reading was developed, with the test items based on a range of distinct skills, 
including phonological segmentation, rhyming and word recognition.  The tests were 
administered on a screen with the questions presented aurally and visually.  In trials, a 





Latent class analysis was used to identify patterns of performance within the data. Four 
latent classes were distinguished, each characterized by a pattern of responses related to 
the different test items.  The strengths and weaknesses in early reading skills implied by 
each of these latent classes were described in terms of formative “profiles” provided for 
teachers in an online reporting package together with indicators for the next steps in 
teaching.  The research resulted in an automated marking and analysis system that can 
provide formative feedback. 
Asghar (2010) approached this research with the understanding that the reciprocal 
peer coaching (RPC) is a form of co-operative or peer-assisted learning that encourages 
individual students in small groups to coach each other in turn so that the outcome of the 
process is a more rounded understanding and a more skilful execution of the task in hand 
than if the student was learning in isolation.  A purposive sample of 12 participants was 
self-selected from a Level 1 cohort of 36 physiotherapy students.  An iterative process 
was used, with four students interviewed individually and eight in a focus group.  The 
findings were subsequently explored in relation to the concept of self-regulation of 
learning and the benefits which RPC as a formative assessments strategy in promoting 
students’ self-regulation.  This study shows that RPC as a formative assessments strategy 
can play a role in helping to inculcate processes of self-regulation into first-year 
physiotherapy students.  The study also suggests that formative assessments in this 
format has value in promoting not only autonomy in learning but encouraging the social 





Dunn and Mulvenon (2009) argue that although the plethora of empirical 
evidence documenting the improvement of educational outcomes through the use of 
formative assessments is conventional wisdom within education, in reality a limited body 
of scientifically based empirical evidence exists to support that formative assessments 
directly contributes to positive educational outcomes.  Dunn and Mulvenon traced the 
early research on formative assessments to Black and William (1998).  While they agree 
that research discussed provide some support for the impact of formative assessments on 
student achievement, it provides greater support for the need to conduct research in which 
more efficient methodologies and designs will lead to more conclusive results and 
understanding of the impact of formative assessments and evaluation on student 
achievement. 
 The research cited is contradictory on the idea of whether formative assessments 
are a useful tool in helping teachers improves learning.  It does suggest that to better 
understand early what students know in order to structure or restructure lessons is 
important.  Not only does it inform teachers, but it could help students to focus their 
attention in certain areas to control their own leaning.  The research suggested the need 
for professional learning to support teachers in the use of formative assessments.  This 
study sought to identify the types of assessments used in the participating schools and the 
degree to which causal factors contribute to their use. 
 
Leadership Behavior 
 The design of Jackson and Marriott (2012) tested a measure of school leadership 





influence. The Organizational Leadership Model hypothesized four distinct conditions of 
school leadership, and the analysis investigated the relationship between teacher, 
principal, and school outcomes; school descriptors; and a school’s category in the 
Organizational Leadership Model.  This study drew teacher, principal, and school 
restricted-use data from the 2003-2004 Schools and Staffing Survey.  The sample 
consisted of 7,950 schools, their principals, and a random sample of teachers from each 
school.  The analysis found evidence that the Organizational Leadership Model is a 
robust measure of leadership as an organizational quality that effectively captures 
differences in school leadership contexts at the level of principals’ and teachers’ 
perceptions of their influence that precede task-oriented behaviors.  Additionally, the 
study highlighted the troubling relationship between schools serving high-need 
populations and those typified by low levels of school leadership.   
 Hulpia, Devos, and Van Keer (2009) conducted a study of the effects of a 
cooperative leadership team, distributed leadership, participative decision-making, and 
context variables on teachers’ organizational commitment.  Multilevel analyses on data 
from 1,522 teachers indicated that 9% of the variance in teachers’ organizational 
commitment is attributable to differences between schools.  The analyses revealed that 
especially the presence of a cooperative leadership team and the amount of leadership 
support played a significantly positive key role in predicting teachers’ organizational 
commitment.  Also, participative decision-making and distribution of the supportive 
leadership function had a significant positive impact on teachers’ organizational 





working in a cooperative way and where all leaders support teachers sufficiently.  In 
contrast, distribution of the supervisory leadership function and teachers’ job experience 
had a significant negative impact. 
Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi (2010) tested a new conception of how leadership 
influences student learning “The Four Paths.”   Leadership influence is conceptualized as 
flowing along four paths (Rational, Emotions, Organizational, and Family) toward 
student learning.  Each path is populated by multiple variables with more or less powerful 
effects on student learning. Leaders increase student learning by improving the condition 
or status of selected variables on the Paths.  Evidence includes teacher responses to an 
online survey (1,445 responses) measuring distributed leadership practices in their 
schools (N = 199) and variables mediating leaders’ effects on students.  Grades 3 and 6 
math and literacy achievement data were provided by the province’s annual testing 
program.  The 2006 Canadian Census data provided a composite measure of school 
socioeconomic status.  Path modeling techniques were used to test six hypotheses.  
Variables on the Rational, Emotions, and Family Paths explain similarly significant 
amounts of that variation.  Variables on the Organizational Path were unrelated to student 
achievement.  Leadership had its greatest influence on the Organizational Path and least 
influence on the Family Path.  School leaders and leadership researchers should be 
guided much more directly by existing evidence about school, classroom, and family 
variables with powerful effects on student learning as they make their school 





Siddique, Aslam, Khan, and Fatima  (2011) developed a conceptual framework 
“Leadership,”  “Motivation,” and “Organizational Effectiveness,” to exploring the link 
among Academic Leadership, Motivation of Faculty Members, and Organizational 
Effectiveness in higher education.  This model can be useful for the policy makers and 
management of higher education, so that they can manage their staff to motivate them by 
using various motivators.  Although the term leader is defined differently in higher 
education that in primary and secondary schools, the findings support a link among the 
three variables detailing importance of leadership in higher education.  
 Cosner (2009) explored the cultivation of collegial trust as a central feature of the 
capacity-building work of 11 high school principals, nominated for their expertise with 
capacity building.  This qualitative study examined interview data and school documents 
collected over 18 months.  Principals regarded trust as critical and were motivated to 
engage in trust building based on their understanding of the importance of trust or by 
information that pointed to school-wide trust concerns.  To address collegial trust 
concerns, principals set, enforced, and reinforced norms of interaction.  Based on a 
review of interdisciplinary literature on trust development, and drawing upon a 
knowledge-based model of trust development where repeated interactions serve as a key 
mechanism for trust formation in organizations, three broad actions, emanating in large 
measure from principals’ work to support and enhance collaboration, are identified as 
important with respect to the cultivation of collegial trust.  
Leech and Fulton (2008) conducted a correlational study to explore the 





school principals in a large urban school district and their perceptions of the level of 
shared decision making practiced in their schools.  Leadership behavior was 
operationalized by the responses to each of the five practices on the Leadership Practices 
Inventory.  The population for the study was a sample selected from all secondary 
schools in a large public school system.  The sample consisted of 646 participants from 
26 schools.  Researchers concluded that 21st century schools will develop the ability to 
cultivate synergistic creativity through learning networks.  As schools move toward 
becoming learning organizations they will foster an environment which is capacity 
building and rich in experimentation and risk-taking.  Instructional leadership will be 
necessary but not sufficient to lead schools into the next century.  Twenty-first century 
school leaders must embrace the concept of transformational leadership. 
Transformational leadership empowers followers and renews their commitment to the 
organization's vision.   
Tatlah, Ali, and Saeed  (2011) investigated the relationship between leadership 
behaviors and organizational commitment (OC).  This study was based on the behavioral 
approach of the leadership.  Data were obtained from 150 individuals.  The 
Organizational Commitment Scale (OCS) was used which included nine items to 
measure three dimensions of overall organizational commitment based on affiliation or 
pride in the organization, commitment based on identification with the organization, and 
commitment based on the satisfactory exchange with the organization resulting in 
appreciation of the individual by the organization.  Results indicated that over all 





strong positive correlation.  Organizational commitment was also found through 
regression analysis.   
Giles (2007) explored the collaborative capacity-building practices of successful 
school leaders in three challenging urban schools, with particular reference to the impact 
of their efforts to facilitate organizational learning.  Three schools provided the data for 
this study.  Despite considerable differences between the three schools and the age, 
experience, ethnicity and qualifications of their principals, a common starting point was 
effective management of the instructional programme.  Principals restored discipline, 
created a safe and orderly working environment, refurbished facilities, ensured teaching 
supplies were adequate and other day-to-day operating procedures functioned efficiently.  
By addressing basic needs, principals were earning the right to lead in other pressing 
areas such as instruction and assessments.  Personal, interpersonal, and organizational 
learning emerged as principals skilfully grew the capacity of their schools by sustaining a 
productive interface between structure and agency.  This complex web of simultaneous 
collaborative interactions was enabled by formal and informal structures and the 
concerted action of the principal. 
Cawelti and Protheroe (2003) studied the improvement efforts of six districts 
serving high numbers of low performing students.  The results identified some elements 
common to most of the improvement efforts: (a) state accountability programs drove the 
change efforts; (b) superintendents accepted the role of leaders of reform; (c) change 
efforts took a systems approach; (d) there was an emphasis on curriculum and instruction; 





were held accountable for student improvement; (g) research data were used to inform 
decisions; (h) more time was allotted for teacher and staff collaboration; (i) professional 
development of staff was used to support instructional improvement; and (j) the central 
office provided support for school-based efforts.  They found that students increased 
performance on state tests after districts started disaggregating data and developing 
lessons to address learning deficits. 
Although correlations are suggested between leadership behaviors, teacher trust 
and colleaguality, its affect on student out comes is less clear.  The empirical base 
connecting leadership to school and student outcomes is less clear about how leadership 
results in school and student improvement (Harris, 2005).  Harris goes on to say that 
much of the school leadership literature has tended to concern itself with the traits and 
characteristics of principals instead of probing the nature of the relationship between 
leadership and organizational change and development.  It has assumed correlation or 
causation without the adequate empirical basis on which to rest such claims.  This study 
explores specific principal behaviors perscribed by the LKES and the degree to which 
they contribute to the use of formative assessments. 
 
Leader Keys Effectiveness System (LKES) 
Georgia Department of Education Leader Keys Effectiveness System Research 
Synthesis (Stronge & Leeper, 2011) cites the research on which the instrument was 
based.  Below are the relevant assertions with corresponding citations.  Effective 
principals take the lead in promoting professional growth and learning for both 





include: (a) teaching and learning, and (b) organizing for teaching and learning.  
Communicating this focus to every stakeholder in the school community is a crucial 
leader responsibility (Stronge, Richard, & Catano, 2008). 
Principals who prioritize student learning are successful.  Prioritizing student 
learning means paying attention to and communicating the importance of curriculum, 
instruction, and assessments (Kearney & Herrington, 2010).  Making use of student data 
to improve student outcomes is an important organizational management responsibility of 
a school leader.  Successful schools use assessments data to measure student progress in 
meeting instructional goals and to drive improvement (Cotton, 2003; Marzano, Waters, & 
McNulty, 2005). 
Successful schools, which have increased student achievement, use multiple 
sources of data to track the progress of individual students over time (Reeves, 2004).   
This gives them a more complete picture of students as learners, their areas of strength, 
and their areas for growth.  Monitoring data on a frequent basis can have a positive 
impact on student achievement (Reeves, 2006). 
This study adds to the body of evidence that suggest that specific leadership 
practices positively impact teacher behavior as it relates to the use of formative 
assessments and student performance.  By targeting specific leadership behaviors, the 
results can determine the extent to which the principal’s behavior affects the use of 
formative assessments by teachers.  Outcomes of the study provided insight into the need 






Williams (2013) set out to study effective ways of developing quality educators. 
In the district studied, educators of more than 200 schools were organized into smaller 
professional learning communities (PLCs) so that teams of reading teachers could 
collaborate for the purposes of learning, joint lesson planning, and problem-solving.  The 
intent of the study was to determine if urban students’ reading achievement increased as a 
result of weekly collaboration among teachers in a large, urban school district in Texas.  
Repeated measures of analysis of variance (ANOVA) results and pair-wise comparisons 
from quantitative findings revealed that statistically significant growth rates occurred 
after PLCs were established.  Qualitative data showed that teachers perceived PLCs as 
impacting their classroom practices and students’ achievement. 
Clarke (2012) conducted a qualitative study of 37 team leaders who each led 
groups of 4-6 educators through a professional development program designed to 
promote teacher research-based qualitative inquiry at a large Colorado school district.  
The findings revealed that the program empowered educators, promoted the effective use 
of technology, helped motivate and engage students, and through each participant’s 
teacher research report, produced valuable qualitative data.  Clarke concluded that for 
many educators the opportunity to engage in self-directed exploration of best practices is 
empowering and engaging and promotes genuine and ongoing improvement. 
Shernoff et al. (2011) used a mixed-method iterative development framework to 
highlight the process of developing and evaluating the feasibility of a multicomponent 





linking novices with peer-nominated leader teachers and an external coach who work 
together to (a) provide intensive support in evidence-based practices for classroom 
management and engaging learners, and (b) connect new teachers with their larger 
network of colleagues.  Several results in the research supported adaptations for further 
research.  Teacher satisfaction data, for example, highlighted that the PLCs format 
mitigated some of the isolation that teachers, particularly newer teachers, experienced in 
their school.  Focus group data suggested that PLCs and seminars helped novices become 
more socially integrated into the school milieu and informed about existing school-wide 
practices.  Findings also highlighted that teachers’ perceived effectiveness in 
experimenting with innovative practices appeared to be related in part to the level and 
type of instrumental support provided.  Coaching logs revealed that the mean number of 
minutes spent in post conferences increased from 12.5 to 17 after implementing changes 
to the coaching model, suggesting that, at minimum, early career teachers and coaches 
were having more opportunities to communicate with one another and plan together after 
coaching modifications were made. 
Kose and Lim (2011), through a survey study, explored the relationship between 
professional learning and teachers’ beliefs about diversity, transformative expertise, and 
transformative teaching by comparing two models of professional learning in 25 small 
urban elementary schools.  Transformative beliefs were measured by teacher beliefs 
about deficit thinking and the importance of student diversity.  Kose and Lim 
characterized deficit thinking as blaming the backgrounds of students or parents for 





negative stereotypes about students’ race/ethnicity, ability, socioeconomic status, 
language or sexual orientation.  This investigation tested two different models of 
professional learning.  The professional learning processes (PLP) model comprised the 
reported duration or quality of various school-level professional learning processes or 
activities (e.g., study groups, grade level collaboration, peer observation).  The 
transformative professional learning (TPL) model involved how much teachers reported 
learning in their schools within five transformative content areas: English language 
learners or bilingual students (ELL), students who qualify for special education, students 
living in poverty, students of color, and teaching for social justice.  Results indicated that 
factors in both the process and transformative content models predicted differences in 
teachers’ reported beliefs, expertise, or teaching.     
 Desimone (2011) argued that teacher professional development is one of the keys 
to improving the quality of U.S. schools.  Through an analysis of extant empirical 
research the author concluded that effective professional development emcompassed five 
features:  
1. Effective professional developmnet activities should focus on the subject 
matter and how students learn that content.   
2.  Teachers should have opportunities to get involved such as observing and 
receiving feedback, analyzing student work, or making presentations, as 





3. The learning should be consistent with other professional development, with 
their knowledge and beliefs, and with school, district, and state reforms and 
policies.   
4.  Professional development activities should be spread over a semester and 
should include 20 hours or more of contact time.   
5. Groups of teachers from the same grade, subject, or school should participate 
in professional development activities together to build an interactive learning 
community.  (p. 69) 
While the research sited supports the idea that certain types of professional learning is 
perceived to have a positive impact on teachers’ performance, little data targets specific 
instructional strategies as the focus of the professional develop.  This study was designed 
to determine the aspects of professional learning that impact the instructional practices, 
specifically formative assessments.  
 
Instructional Coaches 
 A study by Pomerantz and Pierce (2013) sought to determine how professional 
development based on knowledge building, co-teaching, and coaching influences 
teachers’ application of explicit a K-5 school located in an urban area in the northeastern 
United States over a 2-year project.  The results highlight obstacles coaches, teachers, and 
students face in a low-performing, urban district.  It was observed that most teachers 
improved their teaching of comprehension strategies in the post-professional 





cycle consisting of knowledge-building session, demonstration teaching, co-planning and 
co-teaching, and observation/feedback sessions influence instructional practices. 
 Blamey, Meyer, and Walpole (2009) examined the roles of secondary literacy 
coaches outlined in the Standards for Middle and High School Literacy Coaches 
(International Reading Association [IRA], 2006).  The research was designed to discover 
if acting secondary coaches in the United States met the qualifications and participated in 
the activities described in the standards.  In the exploratory study, 147 individuals from a 
pool 8,561 individuals who identified themselves as literacy coaches were surveyed.  The 
participants responded to a 25-item online survey comprised of both forced-choice and 
open-ended questions.  Findings support prior research which has argued that literacy 
coaching in the secondary level is distinct from the elementary level in that secondary 
coaches serve larger numbers of teachers who serve more diverse groups of students.  
Despite the IRA Standards, participants report that their roles and responsibilities remain 
relatively ambiguous at the school and district level.  According to the researchers, the 
most salient finding was the frequency at which coaches performed the three leadership 
roles targeted in the standards.  Coaches reported participating in a wide variety of 
activities in the area of collaboration; however, they participated in fewer coaching 
activities and even fewer evaluation activities.  Participants consistently indicated data 
evaluation activities such as choosing appropriate assessments, administering 
assessments, analyzing assessments data and interpreting results, and planning 
appropriate professional development for teacher was an aspect of the standards that 





Smith (2012) in a qualitative case study investigated middle grades 
literacy coaches’ perspectives on their efforts to facilitate teacher change and impact 
classroom practice.  Data were collected from three coaches is a large urban school 
district with a diverse population of approximately 46,000 students as they worked with a 
variety of teachers in middle school settings, using field observation and interviews 
with coaches, teachers, and principals.  Smith found that literacy coaches perceive the 
potential to effect positive teacher change but that they acknowledge challenges in 
building relationships with teachers, working within complex school structures to find 
time to do coaching work, and reaching across subject areas to facilitate teacher 
discussions of literacy instruction and student learning.  Additionally, Smith found there 
to be a clear need to connect literacy coaching to broader initiatives of school-wide 
change.  Ideally, literacy coaching would be aligned with established ongoing 
professional development efforts so that the coach may provide support to learning 
communities and individual teachers as part of a developed school-wide action plan for 
improving teaching and learning.   
 Campbell and Malkus (2011) in a 3-year randomized control study found that 
over time, coaches positively affected student achievement in grades 3, 4, and 5.  In these 
grades, this significant positive effect on student achievement was not evident at the 
conclusion of the first year of placement of a coach in a school but emerged as 
knowledgeable coaches gained experience and as a school's instructional and 





high degree of professional coursework addressing mathematics content, pedagogy, and 
coaching prior to and during at least their first year of placement.  
 As federal programs such as Reading First have made funding available for the 
use of instructional coaches, the use of peer support has grown in popularity.  The 
research suggests that the most common use of instructional coaches is in the area of 
literacy at the elementary level.  As the popularity increased and expanded across middle 
and high school levels and a wider range of content areas, education agencies such as the 
IRA have worked to standardize the role of the instructional coach.  Research does 
support the idea that instructional coaches do positively impact teaching strategies and 
student achievement.  This research sought to add to the body of evidence relating to the 
influence of instructional coaches on research-based teaching strategies. 
 
Teacher Demographics 
Rice (2003) outlined five measurable, policy-relevant teacher characteristics that 
reflect teacher quality: teacher experience, teacher preparation programs and degrees, 
type of teacher certification, specific coursework taken in preparation for the profession, 
and teachers’ own test scores.  Rice’s study reviewed a wide range of empirical studies 
that examined the impact of teacher characteristics on teacher effectiveness.  Overall, 
several studies found a positive effect of experience on teacher effectiveness.   
Research demonstrates a positive effect of certified teachers on high school 
mathematics achievement when the certification is in mathematics.  Studies show little 
impact of emergency or alternative route certification on student achievement in 





literacy levels or verbal abilities are associated with higher levels of student achievement. 
Guarino, Hamilton, Lockwood, and Rathbun (2006) used data to estimate the degree to 
which specific aspects of teacher training—the teaching credential and coursework in 
pedagogy—and teaching experience are associated with student achievement.  In 
addition, the study identified the teacher-reported instructional practices associated with 
student achievement gains and examines the types of training that are related to the use of 
these practices.  The study addressed the following research questions:  
1.  To what extent are kindergarten teachers’ qualifications and instructional 
practices associated with gains in reading and mathematics of their students 
over the course of the kindergarten year?  
2.  How are the instructional practices of kindergarten teachers related to their 
qualifications?   (Guarino et al., p. 1) 
No direct evidence of a direct relationship between the self-reported qualifications of 
teachers and student achievement were found.  Teacher certification appeared unrelated 
to instructional practices, with the exception of a positive association with an emphasis 
on measurement and advanced topics in mathematics. 
Ramsay and Oliver (1995) cited cognitive ability as well as a bicultural approach, 
a strong sense of humor, and a well-developed social conscience as qualities of effective 
teachers.  Prominent among the findings was the conclusion that the teachers studied had 
high cognitive ability which allowed them to develop critical powers of observation, 
reflection and analysis; they had strong philosophies of education; they had developed a 





conscience.  Above all else, the research found that they cared about the learning 
outcomes of their children.  Additionally, their approach was child-centered and they 
encouraged students to set goals, to review progress to challenge, and to solve problems. 
The research cited included a variety of factors investigated as indicators of teacher 
quality.  Attempts to identify a definitive list of quantifiable characteristics that can be 
assessed found little success.  The research that was cited eliminates factors such as 
teachers’ verbal ability as determined by assessments scores.  Similarly, teacher 
certification was studied as having a possible correlation to student performance.  It, too, 
yielded inconclusive results suggesting that rather than the type of certification, teacher 
quality could more closely be correlated to the type of degree program.  This study 
sought to determine if certain aspects of teacher demographics impact the use of 
formative assessments in the classroom. 
 
Summary 
Accepting Dunn and Mulvernon’s (2009) assertion that the use of formative 
assessments is instrumental in improving student achievement, the intent of this study 
was to examine the variables that may impact their use.  As cited research suggests, the 
use of formative assessments is not only a useful tool to inform educators, but is also 
useful as a way to engage students in the learning process.  Development of a positive 
learning culture is the result of a variety of adult endeavors including principals who 
foster a positive learning culture, teachers’ continuous development through professional 
learning and the influence of instructional coaches who promote the use of research-





relationship of each variable stated as well as factors of teacher demographics that impact 









Data for this study was gathered from instruments through a mixed method 
design, utilizing both a quantitative and qualitative approach.   Findings were derived 
from an analysis of the data.  Creswell (2006) suggested that, “By mixing the datasets, 
the researcher provides a better understanding of the problem than if either dataset had 
been used alone” (p. 7).  Creswell terms the two datasets as closed-ended and open-
ended.  Closed-ended data gathered through the teacher survey used in conjunction with 
open-ended data gathered from the principal interviews, classroom observations, 
professional learning agendas and lesson plans were used to develop a clear 
understanding of the research problem.  Through the mixed method approach, each 
dataset provides support for the other (Creswell, 2006).  Because each research question 
was viewed through both quantitative and qualitative means, stronger relationships were 
determined. 
The researcher sought to examine the impact of leadership behaviors, professional 
development, influence of instructional coaches, and teacher demographics on the use of 
formative assessments in the classroom.  Behavior and/or learning theories cited as 
influences on the research variables included in this study include Motivation Theory as 





Theory in relationship to the interaction of principals and their staffs, and Social 
Development Theory in terms of teachers as adult learners. 
 
Theory of Variables 
Motivation is defined as the force that initiates, guides and maintains goal-
oriented behaviors.  Psychologist Abraham Maslow theorized that people are motivated 
by different needs that can be classified in a hierarchy with the lower level needs having 
to be fulfilled before the higher level needs can be (Gorman, 2010).  Gorman asserts that 
while Maslow first reported his hierarchy of needs in the 1940s, he continued to develop 
the idea as his research continued as outlined in Table 1.  
 
Table 1 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs 
Motivational Level Descriptor 
1 Self-transcendence Seeks to further a cause beyond the self and  to experience 
 a communion beyond the boundaries of the self through 
 peak experiences. 
2 Self-actualization Seeks fulfillment of personal potential. 
3 Esteem needs Seeks esteem through recognition or achievement. 
4 Belongingness and love Seeks affiliation with a group. 
5 Safety Seeks security through order and law. 








Motivation theorist Pintrich and his colleagues (as cited in Yin, et al., 2008) 
proposed that conceptual change is influenced by students’ motivational beliefs, such as 
goal orientation, epistemological beliefs, interest or value and efficacy.  Building on that 
premise, Yue,  Ayala, Ruiz-Primo, Brandon, Furtak, and Tomita (as cited in Yin, et al., 
2008) argued that one possible approach to bringing about conceptual change that 
integrate cognition and motivation is formative assessments.  They suggested that an 
educational context that encourages task goal orientation will encourage students to 
develop a task goal orientation.  Shepard (2012) argued that students with a mastery of 
learning orientation, who are intrinsically motivated (a) attribute success to their own 
efforts, (b) work toward “learning goals,” and (c) are more engaged in school work, use 
more self-regulation, and develop deeper understanding of subject matter.   
According to Silvia, McCord, and Gendolla (2010), “Many theories argue that 
goal striving is more intense when people have optimistic expectancies for achieving the 
goal and when attention is self-focused” (p. 363).  Although much debate exists over the 
type, student motivation clearly factors into academic success.  Shepard (2012) argued 
that allowing students to explain their reasoning, provide evidence, engage in critiques to 
obtain real-time feedback, and self-assessments are forms of formative assessments 
strategies that follow directly from an understanding of learning and motivation research.    
As it relates to leadership behaviors, Maslow’s Motivation Theory based on his 
Hierarchy of Needs, asserts that as a leader, you need to interact with your followers 
whose support you need in order to accomplish your goals.  To gain their support, you 





Getzels and Guba’s (1957) Model of Behavior in Social Systems, which is closely 
related to Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, states that any social system is a function of the 
interaction between individuals within the organization.  Getzels and Guba theorized that 
schools as institutions have goals that are achieved through task diversification.  Goals 
are established with appropriate role descriptions.  Each role is assigned certain 
responsibilities and resources, including authority for implementing given tasks and each 
facilitator of a task is expected to behave in certain predetermined ways in order to retain 
a legitimate position in the organization.  Behaviors associated with a given role are 
arranged on a conceptual continuum.  Behavior within a social system is a function of the 
interaction between unique personalities and pre-established roles.  Conformity to the 
institution, its roles, and its expectations leads to organizational effectiveness, while 
conformity to individuals, their personalities, and their need dispositions leads to 
individual efficiency.  The basic assumption is that the greatest accomplishment will 
occur, not from enforcing adherence to rigorously defined roles, but from making it 
possible for each person to contribute what is most relevant and meaningful to him 
(Getzels & Guba, 1957) (see Figure 2).   
Pomerantz and Pierce (2013) proposed that the co-teaching aspect of the coaching 
model is influenced by the Vygotskian tradition of learning theory.  Vygotsyk’s Social 
Development Theory stresses the role of social interaction in the development of 



















Figure 2.  Getzels and Guba’s Model of Social Systems  
 
Pomerantz and Pierce (2013) acknowledge that Vygotsky’s learning theory 
stresses the importance of social interacting in learning and the significance of linking 
more abstract concepts and concrete or “hands-on” experiences.  Pomerantz and  Pierce 
believe that guidance and collaboration with more capable peers are the key to acquiring 
new knowledge and skill.  
Motivation theories, as used in this study, relate to the dependent variable of the 
use of formative assessments as an instruction tool.  Many formative assessment practices 
can help to foster students’ intrinsic motivation for learning.  As Getzels and Guba’s 
(1957) Model of Behavior in Social Systems suggests, the behavior of the principal and 
teacher is interdependent and influenced by personalities and need dispositions.  The 





















culture in a manner that makes it mutually fulfilling for both parties.  As asserted by 
Leech and Fulton  (2008), members of the school community should work 
collaboratively in the educating of students.  All decisions are interdependent.  Teachers 
and principals must understand that their traditional roles have changed and improved 
organizational teamwork will be fostered by all members of the learning community 
assuming decision making role. 
Vygotsyk’s Social Development Theory (as cited in Pomerantz & Pierce, 2013) 
speaks to the independent variables of professional development and the influence of 
instructional coaches relative to how teachers learn.  As adult learners, the interactions 
between colleagues can overcome the challenges of implementing best practices 
strategies by providing a bridge between observation and independent application 
(Pomerantz & Pierce, 2013). 
 
Variables Defined 
For the purpose of this study, the use of formative assessments is the dependent 
variable.  From the multitude of formative assessment strategies, eight formative 
assessment strategies were selected as the bases for the proposed research because of the 
emphasis placed on their use within the research district.  For research purposes, an 
observational instrument was developed based on the following types of formative 
assessment strategies: (a) higher order questioning techniques, (b) use of wrong answers;  
(c) wait time, (d) group work and pair work, (e) feedback as comments and not grades,  
(f) peer assessments, (g) redrafting of work, and (h) collaborative goal setting.  Teacher 





formative assessments strategies are used and the degree to which they are utilized.    
The researcher examined the possible impact of the following independent variables on 
the use of formative assessments.  Principal interviews and teacher surveys were used to 
determine if principals’ behaviors related to three performance indicators of the LKES 
and the impact formative assessments in the classroom.   
Teacher surveys, classroom observations, online training logs and grade-level 
training agendas were used to determine if both professional development and the 
influence of instructional coaches impacted the use of formative assessments in the 
classroom.   Teacher demographics, specifically qualification and professional experience 
were examined through the teacher surveys to determine if they impacted the use of 
formative assessments.  The relationships described are presented in Figure 3. 
 
Definition of Variables 
Formative Assessments: For the purpose of this study, formative assessment is 
that proposed by Heritage, Kim, Vendliski, and Herman (2009) as, “A systematic process 
to continuously gather evidence and provide feedback about learning while instruction is 
under way” (p. 1).   
Professional Development: In recent years, the idea of teacher learning has 
evolved from Professional Development to Professional Learning, although the terms are 
often used synonymously.  Moir (2013) suggested that professional development is 
typically a one-shot, one-size-fits-all workshop where as professional leaning is targeted, 

















Figure 3.  Relationship of Variables 
 
  For or the purpose of this study, professional development encompasses both as 
defined by Desimone (2011), as a vast range of activities and interactions that can 
increase teachers’ knowledge and skills, improve their teaching practice, and contribute 
to their personal, social and emotional growth.   
Influence of Instructional Coaches: Instructional coaches are site-based 
educators who, among other instructional functions, support classroom teacher providing 
strategies to improve student achievement, assess student performance, plan and conduct 
local professional learning collaborate with school-based personnel to ensure quality 
curriculum delivery, and support staff in analyzing and interpreting assessments data to 
enhance classroom instruction.  For the purpose of this study, the influence of 
Leadership Behaviors 
Professional Development 










instructional coaches is determined by the instructional support provided which includes 
teacher training and data analysis. 
 
Definition of Terms 
Certification Type: In this study, teacher certification is differentiated between 
educators who were traditionally and alternatively certified.  Traditionally certified 
teachers earn undergraduate degrees in the field of education.  Alternatively certified 
teachers hold bachelors’ degrees in other fields and are licensed by participation in a pre-
determined set of requirements including standardized test as job-embedded mentoring. 
College and Career Readiness Performance Index (CCRPI): CCRPI is a 
comprehensive school improvement, accountability, and communication platform for all 
educational stakeholders that will promote college and career readiness for all Georgia 
public school students.  
Exit Ticket: A technique by which teachers gather information quickly at the end 
of a class session on what information students acquired during class.  Students respond 
to a question or solve a problem as they exit that the teacher assesses to make 
instructional decisions for the next class session.   
Leader Assessments on Performance Standards (LAPS): The component of the 
LKES provides evaluators with a qualitative, rubrics-based evaluation method by which they 
can measure leader performance related to quality performance standards.  
  Leader Keys Effectiveness System (LKES): The common evaluation system 
developed to allow the state to ensure consistency and comparability across districts, 





comprise the Leadership Standards of the LKES, Standard 3—Planning and 
Assessments—prescribe the performance indicators pertaining to this study.  Standard 3 
states, “The leader effectively gathers, analyzes, and uses a variety of data to inform 
planning and decision-making consistent with established guidelines, policies, and 
procedures” (Georgia Department of Education, 2014, p. 52).    
 
Research Questions 
The following research questions provided the framework for the study:  
RQ1:  What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors and 
the use of formative assessments? 
RQ2:  What is the nature of the relationship between professional development 
and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ3:  What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ4:  What is the nature of the relationship between teacher demographics and 
the use of formative assessments? 
 
Limitations of the Study 
Inherent with this nature of study are limitations that can influence the 
interpretation of the results.  Generalizations from this research may be hindered by the 
following limitations. 
• The degree to which school principals believe they engage in the prescribed 
leadership activities is based on self-reporting on the LKES Fall Self- 





• This study is limited in the number of participants that are available to 
participate in the research.  Because participation is voluntary, teachers in the 
schools selected may decline.  
• During the interviews as well as the survey, some respondents may feel 
pressured to inflate answers for fear of reprisal or the desire to ensure positive 
outcomes for their school.  This research relies on the honest feedback of the 
participants. 
 
Delimitations of the Study 
The research may be delimited by the factors described. 
• The study is limited in size and scope to one district within the state and 
approximately three percent of the schools within the research district.  
• The researcher is employed by the district in which the research is being 
conducted. 
Summary 
 Through the use of sound instructional practices such as formative assessments, it 
could be argued that students are motivated to actively engage in their learning.  
Consistent with Cognitive Learning Theory views the classroom where (a) learning is an 
active process and (b) the learner is an active participant in the process of knowledge 
acquisition and integration (Yilmaz, 2011).  This research was designed to examine adult 
behaviors and/or characteristics that contribute to cognitive learning strategies, 
specifically the use of formative assessments.  The targeted behaviors include leadership 






Through a mixed-method design, utilizing both a quantitative and qualitative 
approach, this research sought to determine the nature of the relationship between the use 
of formative assessments and leadership behaviors, professional development, the 
influence of instructional coaches and teacher demographics.  Table 2 outlines the 




Research Methodology Spreadsheet 
 
  Research Tools 
  Quantitative Qualitative 
      Professional 
  Teacher Principal Lesson Observation Learning 
  Survey Interview Plans Tool Agenda 
Leadership Behaviors X X    
School Based Professional      
     Development X X X X X 
Influence of Instructional      






















The research targeted three middle schools located within a suburban district of 
the metropolitan area of Georgia.  The school populations range in size from 
approximately 788 to 1,420 students.  Each school is classified as a Title I school 
meaning that the school receives federal funding due to a large percentage of its 
population are from low-income households.  Student populations represent a cross-
section of the district’s over-all population covering a range in demographic groups.    
Georgia was one of ten states granted a waiver from the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act in February 2012, allowing it to create a new accountability system called the 
College and Career Ready Performance Index.  The Index is designed around a 
comprehensive definition of college and career readiness, or the level of achievement 
required in order for a student to enroll in 2- or 4-year colleges and universities and 
technical colleges without remediation, fully prepared for college level work and careers. 
This means that all students graduate from high school with both rigorous content 
knowledge and the ability to apply that knowledge.  The College and Career Readiness 
Index (CCRPI) scores of the three participating schools in 2012 range from 51.1 – 80.3 
and in 2013 from 61.4 – 78.7 (see Table 3).    
Approximately 61% of the teaching staffs of the schools included in this research 
have between 1–6 years of teaching experience.  Fifty-one percent of the teachers have 7 
or more years’ experience.  Two principals have less than 2-years’ experience as 









School Demographic Data 
 
 Student 2012 CCRPI 2013 CCRPI Principal 
School Enrollment Score Score Experience 
School A 1,420 80.3 63.3 1 
School B    788 51.1 61.4 9 





For the purposes of this study, a convenience sample method was used.  
Participants consist of the principal and certificated teachers employed at each middle 
school selected.  
In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, schools were identified by 
letter name throughout the research with the actual identities known only to the 
researcher.  Additionally, prior to data collection, the researcher coded each staff member 
by school, grade, subject, and numerical identifier (i.e., A1J1, B2M2, etc.).   All data 
collected, such as surveys, lesson plans, observations, and instruments, were labeled by 
the researcher with the designated code.  Data collected for this research will be secured 
by the researcher for a reasonable time after the research is completed then destroyed. 
 
Instrument – Quantitative 
 
 Data for the quantitative portion of this study were collected through a teacher 





Atlanta University.  Paper-pencil surveys were conducted at each school location and 
collected from core content certificated staff members who consented to participate 
during a scheduled meeting.  The survey consisted of 34 items requiring responses on a 
4-point Likert scale (see Appendix A).   The survey items were randomized using a 
computer generated randomizer (Ltd., 1998) to re-order the questions (see Appendix B). 
As outlined in Table 4, data on each research question were gathered through survey 
responses.  Teachers’ questions also required a response on the degree to which formative 




Research Question Rubric 
 
Research Questions Survey Questions 
RQ1 2, 4, 7, 9, 10, 11, 14, 18, 19, 21 
RQ2 5, 15, 16, 17, 21 
RQ3 1, 3, 6, 8, 12, 13 
RQ4 30 – 34 
Use of Formative Assessments 22 – 29  
 
 
Statistical Application  
 
Using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS), a regression analysis 
was used to study the data.  An item to scale correlation was used to test for construct 
validity.  Of the three perception based variables, the nature of the relationship between 





coaches and the use of formative assessments, as well as the dependent variable, all items 




Test of Construct Validity—Formative Assessment 
 
Formative Assessment Q22 Q23 Q24 Q25 Q26 Q27 Q28 Q29 
Pearson Correlation .688** .597** .668** .651** .659** .663** .669** .590** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 





Test of Construct Validity—Leadership Behavior 
 
Leadership Behavior Q2 Q4 Q7 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q14 Q18 Q19 Q21 
Pearson Correlation .435** .695** .689** .591** .827** .735** .713** .762** .519** .619** 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 






Test of Construct Validity—Professional Development 
 
Professional Development Q5 Q15 Q16 Q17 Q20 
Pearson Correlation .695(**) .575(**) .627(**) .790(**) .781(**) 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 








Test of Construct Validity—Influence of Instructional Coaches   
 
Influence of        
Instructional Coaches Q1 Q3 Q6 Q8 Q12 Q13 
Pearson Correlation .773(**) .867(**) .617(**) .739(**) .701(**) .777(**) 
Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 .000 
N 68 68 68 68 68 68 
 
 ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 
   * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
 
 
The survey was further tested for reliability using the Cronbach Alpha test.  In 
Social Science Research an alpha coefficient of .6 and higher is regarded as high 
reliability.  Table 9 shows that for each item related to the three perception based 
variables, the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors, professional 
development and the influence of instructional coaches and the dependent variable, the 





Test of Reliability: Cronbach Alpha 
 
              Variable Cronbach's Alpha N of Items 
Formative Assessment .759 9 
Leadership Behavior .760 11 
Professional Development .773 6 





Instrument – Qualitative 
 
 Qualitative data were collected through the review of teachers’ lesson plans and 
professional training agendas.  Additionally, qualitative data were gathered through 
principals’ interviews and teacher observations utilizing instruments developed in 
collaboration with the researcher’s Dissertation Committee of Clark Atlanta University.  
Through the use of multiple and different data, corroborating evidence can be obtained 
(Creswell, 2007).    
Teachers’ lesson plans were reviewed for evidence of the use of the eight targeted 
formative assessment strategies.  A number assigned to each formative assessment 
strategy was used as the tag to identify formative assessment strategies in the lesson plans 
(see Table 10).  Coding in this manner will allow the researcher to establish frequency of 




Formative Assessment Strategy Rubric  
 
Tag Formative Assessment Strategy 
1 Other 
2 higher order questioning techniques 
3 use of wrong answers 
4 wait time 
5 group work and pair work 
6 feedback as comments and not grades 
7 peer assessments 
8 redrafting of work 





Agendas for local professional development sessions were reviewed to determine 
the exposure through professional development teachers received on the use of formative 
assessment strategies.  The number assigned to each formative assessment strategy was 
used as the tag to identify formative assessment strategies covered as a part of whole-staff 
or grade level professional development sessions.  Coding in this manner allowed the 
researcher to establish the degree to which teachers were trained in the area of formative 
assessment. 
The principal interview protocol is designed to obtain data on three independent 
variables: leadership behaviors, professional development, and influence of instructional 
coaches on the use of formative assessments (see Appendix C).  Principals were asked to 
review interpretations of the data collected in order to establish credibility of the findings. 
An Observation Tool was developed and utilized to gather data on the use of 
formative assessment strategies in the classroom (see Appendix D).  The researcher 
selected teachers in four core academic content areas, English/Language Arts, Math, 
Science, and Social Studies at each of the four research schools.  Observations were 
conducted over a 30-minute time period.  Using the Observation Tool, the researcher 
tallied the occurrence of each of the eight identified formative assessment strategies as 
well as others that were observed.  Four strategies per observation are targeted as the 
desired frequency. 
Evidence of the use of formative assessment and the impact of the leadership 





were obtained through the review of teacher’s lesson plans, classroom observations and 
review of professional training agendas. 
 
Data Collection Procedures 
 
 Upon consent of the university, research district and participating schools, the 
researcher met with the school principals to provide an overview of the project and 
conduct the principal interview using the approved protocol.  After establishing a 
timeframe with the principals, the researcher met with the teaching staff to distribute and 
collect the teacher surveys.  Each teacher received a survey packet including two letters 
of informed consent, one to return and one for their personal record, a survey 
questionnaire, and the response sheet coded with the pre-selected identifier known only 
to the researcher.  The consent letter and response form of consenting participants were 
collected separately.   
 The researcher scheduled for each school location to conduct classroom 
observations.  During observations of 30 minutes in length, the Observation Tool was 
used to tally the number of formative assessment strategies used in the four core content 
area classrooms.  The preselected codes known only by the researcher were used on each 
observation forms so that survey data of each participating teacher could be matched with 
the observation data.     
Independently, lesson plans and professional development training agendas were 
coded to corroborate and notate common themes identified during the principal 
interviews and teacher surveys.  Coding was used to organize the data collected.  The 





the information gathered, meaningful units were developed and categorized into themes 




Literature supports the premise that formative assessments is an essential 
component of classroom work and that its development can raise student achievement.   
The focus of this research is the impact of key factors on the use of formative 
assessments in the classroom.  Data collected both quantitatively and qualitatively were 
analyzed to determine to what extent leadership behaviors, local school professional 
development, the influence of instructional coaches and teacher demographics have on 




DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 
Quantitative Data 
In examining the relationship between the use of formative assessments in the 
middle school classroom and select causal factors, findings were based on survey data 
gathered from a total 97 teachers: 38 from School A, 36 from School B, and 23 from 




Participant Count by School 
 
  Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 1 = School A 38   39.2   39.2   39.2 
 2 = School B 36   37.1   37.1   76.3 
 3 = School C 23   23.7   23.7 100.0 
 Total 97 100.0 100.0  
 
 
Of the respondents, 33% held a T-4 certificate which is Georgia’s minimum 
certification requirements of a bachelor’s degree.  Thirty-six percent held T-5 
certifications or master’s degree, 18% a T-6 or specialist degree, and 8% held a doctorate 
(see Table 12).  Approximately 5% of the teachers surveyed did not respond to the 








Certification Level of Respondents 
 
Certification Level Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 1 = T-4 32 33.0 38.8 34.8 
 2 = T-5 35 36.1 38.0 72.8 
 3 = T-6 17 17.5 18.5 91.3 
 4 = Other   8 8.2 8.7 100.0 
 Total 92 94.8 100.0  
Missing System   5 5.2   
Total  97 100.0   
 
 
With respect to years of experience, one-third of the teachers who responded to 
this survey item had less than three years of teaching experience.  Approximately one-
fourth of the respondents had between 4–10 years’ experience and the largest group, 34% 




Years’ Experience of Survey Respondents 
 
Years’ Experience Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 1 = 0-3 31 32.0 33.7 33.7 
 2 = 4-6 12 12.4 13.0 46.7 
 3 = 7-10 16 16.5 17.4 64.1 
 4 = 10+ 33 34.0 35.9 100.0 
 Total 92 94.8 100.0   
Missing System   5 5.2     







Of the teachers that responded to the items related to age, approximately 7% were 
25 or fewer years in age.  One–third of the respondents were between the age of 25–35, 
and slightly over half were 35 years of age or older (see Table 14).  Seven teachers did 
not respond to this item.  Approximately 58% of the respondents were female and 35% 




Age of Respondents 
 
Age of Respondents Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 1 = < 25   7 7.2 7.8 7.8 
 2 = 25-35 34 35.1 37.8 45.6 
 3 = 36-45 24 24.7 26.7 72.2 
 4 = 46 > 25 25.8 27.8 100.0 
 Total 90 92.8 100.0   
Missing System   7 7.2     






Gender of Respondents 
 
Gender of Respondents Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
 Valid 1 = Male 34 35.1 37.0 37.0 
  2 = Female 56 57.7 60.9 97.8 
  Total 92 94.8 2.2 100.0 
Missing System   7 7.2 100.0   






Of the teachers responding, 71% report received certification through a traditional 
route, meaning that their undergraduate degrees were in the field of education.  Although 
alternative certified teachers hold bachelors’ degrees not generally in the field of 
education, to be licensed participants must fulfill other certification requirements 
including standardized test relating to content and pedagogy as well as other requirements 
such as job-embedded mentoring.  Twenty-three percent of the respondents report that 




Certification Type of Respondents 
 
Certification Type Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 1 = Traditional 69 71.1 75.8 75.8 
  2 = Alternate 22 22.7 24.2 100.0 
  Total 91 93.8 100.0   
Missing System   6 6.2     
Total  97 100.0     
 
 
The middle schools selected for this study follow the grades 6–8 configuration.  
The respondents cover all three grade levels while four of the teachers that specified a 
grade level, teach grade levels.  Approximately two-thirds are evenly distributed among 










Grade Level Taught by Respondents 
 
Grade Level Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent 
Valid 1 = 6th Grade 34 35.1 36.2 36.2 
  2 = 7th Grade 32 33.0 34.0 70.2 
  3 = 8th Grade 24 24.7 25.5 95.7 
  4 = Multiple   4 4.1 4.3 100.0 
  Total 94 96.9 100.0   
Missing System   3 3.1     




Quantitative Data Analysis 
 
Quantitative data were used to answer each of the four research questions. 
RQ1: What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors and 
the use of formative assessments? 
RQ2:  What is the nature of the relationship between professional development 
and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ3:  What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ4:  What is the nature of the relationship between teacher demographics and 
the use of formative assessments? 
To examine the relationship between the dependent variable of formative assessments 
and the three independent variables of leadership behavior, professional development, 





computed.  The correlations did not show a significant relationship between formative  
assessment and the independent variables of leadership behavior, professional 
development, and the influence of instructional coaches (see Table 18). 
 
Table 18 
Correlation: Dependent and Independent Variables 
 Leadership Professional Influence of 
Formative Assessments Behavior Development Instructional Coaches 
Pearson Correlation -.072 -.058 .041 
Sig. (2-tailed) .542 .593 .743 
N 74 86 66 
 
 A correlation was also done to determine the relationship between teacher 
demographics and the use of formative assessments.  Table 19 shows that in the areas of 
teacher demographics studied, the only significant relationship existed between the grade 
taught and the use of formative assessment at a value of .30.  The higher the grade level, 




Correlation: Formative Assessment and Demographic Variables 
 
 Cert. Years   Cert.    
Formative Assessment Level Exp. Age Gender Type School Grade Subject 
Pearson Correlation .021 -.020 -.107 .193 -.069 .079 .229
* .037 
Sig. (2 Tailed) .842 .851 .317 .067 .521 .451 .030 .729 







Although not significant, the data does suggest that more female teachers 
responded positively relative to use of formative assessments than did their male 
counterparts at a value of .067.  The data were subjected to further test to determine what 
relationships might exist between the use of formative assessments and the demographic 
variables.  Cross tabulation was used to test for further relationships.   
Cross tabulation is used to examine the relationship within a category to make 
comparisons.  For the purpose of cross tabulation, the mean score for the use of formative 




Descriptive Statistics: Formative Assessment 
 
     Std. 
Formative Assessment N Minimum Maximum Mean Deviation 
  93 9.00 32.00 23.0430 4.32112 
 Valid N 93     
 
 
With the score of 23.04 established as the mean, the responses were divided into 
two categories, high (above 23) and low (below 23).  Using cross tabulation to examine 
the relationship within the category of gender, it is revealed that females outscored males 














Cross Tabulation: Gender 
 
  Formative Assessment  
Gender  1.00 2.00 Total 
Male Count 19 17 36 
 % Within Gender 52.8% 47.2% 100.0% 
Female Count 18 37 55 
 % Within Gender 32.7% 67.3% 100.0% 
Total Count 37 54 91 
 % Within Gender 40.7% 59.3% 100.0% 
 
 
Using cross tabulation, the responses within the area of certification type were 
compared.  The data reveal that teachers receiving certification through a traditional 
route, meaning that their undergraduate degree is in the field of education, out score 
teachers licensed through alternative routes by a margin of 2:1 (see Table 22). 
 
Table 22 
Cross Tabulation: Certification Type 
  Formative Assessment  
Certification Type 1.00 2.00 Total 
Traditional Count 26 42 68 
 % Within Traditional 38.2% 61.8% 100.0% 
Alternative Count 11 11 22 
 % Within Alternative 50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
Total Count 37 53 90 






Similarly cross tabulation was used to compare the responses within the three 
schools selected for this research study.  As seen is Table 23, the teachers in school C 
report that they use formative assessments more frequently than do the teachers in School 




Cross Tabulation: School   
 
  Formative Assessment  
School 1.00 2.00 Total 
School A Count 15 19 34 
 % Within School A 44.1% 55.9% 100.0% 
School B Count 15 21 36 
 % Within School B 41.7% 58.3% 100.0% 
School C Count 7 16 23 
 % Within School C 30.4% 69.6% 100.0% 
Total Count 37 56 93 
 % Within Schools 39.8% 60.2% 100.0% 
 
 
Cross tabulation calculations support the correlation findings as it relates to a 
higher frequency of the use of formative assessment in the higher grade levels.  This 
information can be seen in Table 24.  Using cross tabulation, the responses within the 
area of certification level were compared.  The data reveal that teachers holding a T-4 or 
bachelor’s degree, use formative assessment more frequently than teachers at higher 
certification levels. Teachers with T-4 certification fall in the high category by a 2:1 
margin.  Further, the data show that as certification level increases, the use of formative 







Cross Tabulation: Grade Level  
 
  Formative Assessment  
Grade Level 1.00 2.00 Total 
Grade 6 Count 18 16 34 
 % Within Grade 6 52.9% 47.1% 100.0% 
Grade 7 Count 10 19 29 
 % Within Grade 7 34.5% 65.5% 100.0% 
Grade 8 Count 8 15 23 
 % Within Grade 8 34.8% 65.2% 100.0% 
Multi-level Count 1 3 4 
 % Within Multi-level 25.0% 75.0% 100.0% 
Total Count 37 53 90 





Cross Tabulation: Certification Level  
 
  Formative Assessment  
Certification Level 1.00 2.00 Total 
T-4  Count 11 20 31 
 % Within T-4 Certification 35.5% 64.5% 100.0% 
T-5 Count 14 21 35 
 % Within T-5 Certification 40.0% 60.0% 100.0% 
T-6 Count 9 8 17 
 % Within T-6 Certification 52.9% 47.1% 100.0% 
Other Certification Count 2 6 8 
 % Within Other Certification 25.0% 75.0% 100.0% 
Total Count 36 55 91 





 Similarly, teachers with fewer years’ experience report that they use formative 
assessments more frequently than their counterparts with more years’ experience.  More 
teachers at with 0–3 years’ experience report that they use formative assessments at a 
margin of 2:1 (see Table 26). 
 
Table 26 
Cross Tabulation: Years’ Experience  
  Formative Assessment  
Years’ Experience 1.00 2.00 Total 
< 3 years Count 11 20 31 
 % Within < 3 years 35.5% 64.5% 100.0% 
4 – 6 years Count 5 6 11 
 % Within 4-6 years 45.5% 54.5% 100.0% 
7 – 10 years Count 6 10 16 
 % Within 7-10 years 37.5% 62.5% 100.0% 
10 > years Count 15 18 33 
 % Within 10 > years 45.5% 54.5% 100.0% 
Total Count 37 54 91 
 % Within Schools 40.7% 59.3% 100.0% 
 
 Closely related to years’ experience is the area of age, where we find similar 
results.  Six of 7 teachers who are less than 25 years of age fall in the high category for 
use of formative assessments.  More teachers between the age of 26 and 35 use formative 
assessments by a margin of 3:1.  Teachers whose age is 36 or older are almost evenly 










Cross Tabulation: Age  
 
  Formative Assessment  
Age of Participants 1.00 2.00 Total 
< 25 Count 1 6 7 
 % Within Age < 25 14.3% 85.7% 100.0% 
26 – 35 Count 12 21 33 
 % Within 26-35 36.4% 63.3% 100.0% 
36 – 45 Count 11 13 24 
 % Within 36-45 45.8% 54.2% 100.0% 
45 > Count 12 13 25 
 % Within 45 >  48.0% 50.0% 100.0% 
Total Count 36 53 89 
 % Within Age 40.4% 59.6% 100.0% 
 
 
 When considering all variables, the survey data shows a strong correlation, 
meaning that a significant relationship exist between certificate level, years’ experience 
and age which carries over to the findings of the correlation.  This suggests that the 
younger teachers, with fewer years’ experience and who have lower certification levels 
tend to use formative assessments more frequently than do their more senior counterparts 








Correlation of All Variables 
 
  ForAssess CertLev YrsExp Age Gender 
ForAssess Pearson Correlation 1 .021 -.020 -.107 .193 
 Sig. (2-tailed)  .842 .851 .317 .067 
 N 93 91 91 89 91 
CertLev Pearson Correlation .021 1 .375** .366** .016 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .842  .000 .000 .882 
 N 91 92 91 90 91 
YrsExp Pearson Correlation -.020 .375** 1 .558** .175 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .851 .000  .000 .094 
 N 91 91 92 90 92 
Age Pearson Correlation -.107 .366** .558** 1 .018 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .317 .000 .000  .863 
 N 89 90 90 90 90 
Gender Pearson Correlation .193 .016 .175 .018 1 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .067 .882 .094 .863  
 N 91 91 92 90 92 
CertTy Pearson Correlation -.069 .015 -.426** -.106 -.025 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .521 .889 .000 .323 .814 
 N 90 90 91 89 91 
School Pearson Correlation .079 -.102 -.119 -.125 -.049 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .451 .331 .259 .239 .642 
 N 93 92 92 90 92 
Grade Pearson Correlation .229* .172 .029 -.063 .120 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .030 .106 .786 .563 .264 
 N 90 89 89 87 89 
Subject Pearson Correlation .037 -.009 .124 .199 -.072 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .729 .936 .246 .065 .502 
 N 90 89 89 87 89 
ForAssess Pearson Correlation 1 .021 -.020 -.107 .193 
 Sig. (2-tailed)  .842 .851 .317 .067 









Table 28 (continued) 
 
  ForAssess CertLev YrsExp Age Gender 
CertLev Pearson Correlation .021 1 .375** .366** .016 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .842  .000 .000 .882 
 N 91 92 91 90 91 
YrsExp Pearson Correlation -.020 .375** 1 .558** .175 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .851 .000  .000 .094 
 N 91 91 92 90 92 
Age Pearson Correlation -.107 .366** .558** 1 .018 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .317 .000 .000  .863 
 N 89 90 90 90 90 
Gender Pearson Correlation .193 .016 .175 .018 1 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .067 .882 .094 .863  
 N 91 91 92 90 92 
CertTy Pearson Correlation -.069 .015 -.426** -.106 -.025 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .521 .889 .000 .323 .814 
 N 90 90 91 89 91 
School Pearson Correlation .079 -.102 -.119 -.125 -.049 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .451 .331 .259 .239 .642 
 N 93 92 92 90 92 
Grade Pearson Correlation .229* .172 .029 -.063 .120 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .030 .106 .786 .563 .264 
 N 90 89 89 87 89 
Subject Pearson Correlation .037 -.009 .124 .199 -.072 
  CertTy School Grade Subject 
ForAssess Pearson Correlation -.069 .079 .229* .037 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .521 .451 .030 .729 
 N 90 93 90 90 
CertLev Pearson Correlation .015 -.102 .172 -.009 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .889 .331 .106 .936 
 N 90 92 89 89 
YrsExp Pearson Correlation -.426** -.119 .029 .124 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .259 .786 .246 









Table 28 (continued) 
 
  CertTy School Grade Subject 
Age Pearson Correlation -.106 -.125 -.063 .199 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .323 .239 .563 .065 
 N 89 90 87 87 
Gender Pearson Correlation -.025 -.049 .120 -.072 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .814 .642 .264 .502 
 N 91 92 89 89 
CertTy Pearson Correlation 1 .030 .153 .016 
 Sig. (2-tailed)  .778 .154 .886 
 N 91 91 88 88 
School Pearson Correlation .030 1 .057 .070 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .778  .588 .502 
 N 91 97 94 94 
Grade Pearson Correlation .153 .057 1 .074 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .154 .588  .477 
 N 88 94 94 94 
Subject Pearson Correlation .016 .070 .074 1 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .886 .502 .477  
 N 88 94 94 94 
ForAssess Pearson Correlation -.069 .079 .229* .037 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .521 .451 .030 .729 
 N 90 93 90 90 
CertLev Pearson Correlation .015 -.102 .172 -.009 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .889 .331 .106 .936 
 N 90 92 89 89 
YrsExp Pearson Correlation -.426** -.119 .029 .124 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .000 .259 .786 .246 
 N 91 92 89 89 
Age Pearson Correlation -.106 -.125 -.063 .199 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .323 .239 .563 .065 
 N 89 90 87 87 
Gender Pearson Correlation -.025 -.049 .120 -.072 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .814 .642 .264 .502 








Table 28 (continued) 
 
  CertTy School Grade Subject 
CertTy Pearson Correlation 1 .030 .153 .016 
 Sig. (2-tailed)  .778 .154 .886 
 N 91 91 88 88 
School Pearson Correlation .030 1 .057 .070 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .778  .588 .502 
 N 91 97 94 94 
Grade Pearson Correlation .153 .057 1 .074 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .154 .588  .477 
 N 88 94 94 94 
Subject Pearson Correlation .016 .070 .074 1 
 Sig. (2-tailed) .886 .502 .477  
 N 88 94 94 94 
 
Qualitative Data 
Qualitative data were collected through interviews with the principals and with 25 
classrooms observations of the three research schools.  Additionally, documents were 
collected and reviewed.  Artifacts included 20 teachers’ lesson plans, and the professional 
learning agendas of the two schools that have instructional coaches assigned.  The 
purposed of collecting this data was to find evidence to support the use of formative 
assessments by teachers.  Each of the four research questions were addressed by one or 
more of the items mentioned. 
Regarding the principals’ perception of their level of proficiency in the area of 
Planning for Learning and Assessing for Learning, the principals all perceived that they 
had room for growth based on their rating of “Needs Improvement” or “Proficient,” on 
the Georgia Leader Keys Effectiveness System self-assessment platform.  Two of the 





Both sited their inexperience as the root cause for the rating in the mid-range of the 
scoring rubric.  All three principals recognized the importance of using formative 
assessment data rather than summative data in making instructional decisions.  The 
principal of School A stated that “lagging data gives you some indicators on how a 
student can perform on a test or have historically performed on test.  But the formative is 
live-time data” (personal communication, November 4, 2014).  Although the use of 
formal assessments was seen as important, no formal strategies were cited to assess 
teachers’ use of formative assessments.  
 Principals cite a variety of formative assessment strategies utilized by their staffs.  
All three schools utilized common assessments (Standardized Test for the Assessment of 
Reading [STAR]1 provided by the district.  The STAR assessment program is developed 
by Renaissance Learning to assess students in areas of reading and math four domains to 
determine a student’s overall achievement over time.  The program is designed to provide 
teacher’s with individual student data quickly and accurately (Meador, 2014).  
Collaborative group assignments, and exit tickets are among other formative assessment 
strategies that the principals believe are commonly utilized. 
  The Formative Instructional Practices (FIP) professional development website is 
provided by the Georgia Department of Education to assist in training teachers on the use 
of formative assessments.  Having been provided directions on accessing the web-based 
platform, principals were provided the autonomy to decide the manner in which the  
                                                 
1STAR, as an acronym, formerly meant “Standardized Test for the Assessment of Reading.”  This 
meaning is no longer maintained, as the company has created STAR assessments for skills in domains other 





information is used.  Only School B had introduced FIP to the staff.  Teachers were 
encouraged to complete the training modules independently. 
Professional Development is a key component at each of the three research school 
locations.  Both School B and School C have instructional coaches assigned.  In both 
instances, the principals rely heavily on the coach to develop and deliver professional 
development to the staffs.  The professional development topics are determined by need 
assessed through teacher observations, student data and district initiatives.  School A 
where there is no coach, utilized teacher surveys at the beginning of the year to develop a 
list of topics to cover during designated professional development sessions.  Each 
assistant principal along with the principal is assigned a content area for which they are 
responsible for providing support, monitoring and professional development.  Although 
monitoring after professional development is provided at all three school locations, only 
School C had a formal strategy for follow-up to training provided to the staff.  Principal 
C shared the following: 
Once teachers go through training, with the API we develop a 20-day action plan.  
For the next two weeks we observe classrooms to see if the strategies are being 
implemented and if so, how effectively.  Based on the data from the observations, 
we develop strategies to provide help where it is needed.  (Personal 
communication, November 7, 2014) 
Instructional coaches play a critical role in both school locations where they are 
employed.  School B employs two coaches, one for the area of math and another for 





Although coaches perform informal observation, both principals use coaches in a 
supportive role rather than evaluative.  The coaches are allowed to develop their own 
schedules and agendas.  In addition to professional development, instructional coaches at 
the research schools support teachers in analyzing student data, developing common 
assessments, conducting data talks, and with individualized teacher support.  Professional 
development agendas conducted by the instructional coaches were reviewed and coded 
for coaches at both School B and School C to determine the frequency with which their 
activities directly related to formative assessment strategies.  Activities outlined in the 
agendas include topics from utilizing formative assessment, to researched based 
instructional practices, to developing constructed response assessment item, to writing 
effective lesson plans.  
To collect data on the frequency with which teachers used formative assessments, 
classroom observations were conducted at each research site.  Approximately 30 minutes 
were spent in each of 25 classrooms.  The Observation Tool, developed in collaboration 
with the researcher’s dissertation committee of Clark Atlanta University, was used to 
tally the frequency with which formative assessment strategies were used. 
Additionally, 20 sets of lesson plans across grades 6–8 were reviewed.  The lesson plans 
covered a period of one week and were reviewed and coded to determine the frequency in 
which formative assessment activities were planned.  Comparisons were made between 
the teachers that more regularly used formative assessment strategies, and factors of 





Qualitative Data Analysis 
Qualitative data were used to answer each of the four research questions. 
RQ1: What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors and 
the use of formative assessments? 
Based on evidence gathered from the principals’ interviews, principals at the research 
sites demonstrate qualities of strong instructional leaders.  They are aware of the factors 
that contribute to creating positive teaching and learning.  A common theme was that of 
providing teachers with support and training as it relates he use of data to make 
instructional decisions.  Each principal designated bi-weekly or monthly sessions devoted 
to instructional based learning opportunities for teachers either by grade level or content 
clusters.  Many of the training sessions are devoted to formative assessment strategies 
such as analyzing student data from common assessments.   
RQ2: What is the nature of the relationship between professional development 
and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ3:  What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
In two of the three research locations, professional learning is planned primarily by the 
school’s instructional coach.  Principals expressed confidence in the coaches’ ability to 
foster a collaborative working relationship with the teachers, to assess teachers’ 
instructional needs and to develop a plan to address those concerns.  A common theme 
was that of providing teachers with support and training as it relates to their use of data to 





School B, the data reveal that 4 out of 18 sessions were devoted to formative assessment 
related strategies.  Sessions included, “How to Use the Georgia On-line Assessment 
System (OAS), and “Formative Assessment vs Summative Assessments.”   In School C, 
7 of 12 sessions were directly related to formative assessment strategies.  Sessions 
included “How to Pull Common Assessment Data,” “Data Use Protocol,” and “Using 
Data to Determine Response to Interventions.”  At School C, where more than half of 
instructional coach’s planned sessions are directly correlated to formative assessment 
engagement, more formative assessment activities were tallied both during the classroom 
observations and on teachers’ lesson plans than at the other two research sites. 
In addition to professional development, instructional coaches at both locations 
are responsible for maintaining the school’s data room.  The data room in each school is a 
location in the building where summative and formative assessment data is posted for 
targeted groups of students or classes.  Periodically, staff member convene for “data 
talks” where they discuss student progression and interventions as needed.  In both school 
locations instructional coaches lead this work.  The School C principal shared that, 
Just yesterday, I observed, and as she (the instructional coach) skillfully guided 
them (the teachers) through conversations about individual students, it was 
obvious that their eyes were open to insights and ideas that they didn’t have 
previously.  The teachers commented that they couldn’t wait to try the new 
strategies.  (Personal communication, November 7, 2014) 
When surveyed, although the correlations were not found to be significant relative to 





assessment, approximately two-thirds of the respondents report that they receive support 
from instructional coaches in helping to analyze student data and training on how to 
analyze student (68%). 
RQ4: What is the nature of the relationship between teacher demographics and 
the use of formative assessments? 
In a review of the lesson plans for a one-week period of 20 teachers across all 
three grade levels, the most frequent formative assessment strategies included were, the 
use of exit tickets to assess for understanding, the use of higher order thinking skill, and 
peer or group collaboration.  Data collected from 25 classroom observations and a review 
of teachers’ lesson plans was compared to determine if the planned activities were 
incorporated into the lesson.  In each instance, less formative assessment strategies were 
tallied during the observation than were recorded in the lesson plans.  However, the ratio 
of planned activities when compared to the actual formative assessment activities 
observed were consistent from teacher to teacher. 
Additionally, the data collected from the teachers’ lesson plans and classroom 
observations were compared to factors of teacher demographic to determine if trends 
exist.  Using the pre-identified coded survey documents, teachers’ demographic 
information was matched to their individual classroom observations and lesson plans.  
Teachers from each location were categorized by the frequency with which they used 
formative assessment strategies.  Teachers were grouped by high, moderate and low 
frequency of use.  In isolating the teachers with high frequency, 2 teachers from School 





holds T-7 certification, 4 hold T-5 certification and 2 hold T-4 certification.  Of the 
teachers that were observed using more formative assessment strategies, 2 have 10 or 
more years’ teaching experience, 2 teachers have between 7–10 years’, 1 teacher has 4–6 
years’ experience, and 2 teachers have 3 or fewer years’ teaching experience.  As it 
relates to age, 3 of the 7 teachers are between 25 and 35 years of age and 4 are between 
36–45 years old.  All of the teachers that were targeted in this group received certification 
through a traditional route with the exception of one teacher who was received alternative 
certification. 
Principals’ overall impression of their staff is that their younger staff members 
more open and willing to embrace innovative ideas such as formative assessment 
strategies.   Principal B shared that, “My younger teachers are among some of the 
brightest.  I can really count on them to use best practices like formative assessments” 
(personal communication, October 13, 2014).  
 
Summary 
The quantitative data for this study was analyzed using the Statistical Package for 
the Social Sciences (SPSS).  A regression analysis was utilized.  An item to scale 
correlation was used to test for construct validity.  The survey was further tested for 
reliability using the Cronbach Alpha test.  Person’s r correlation coefficient was 
computed to make comparison of the use of formative assessments and the independent 
variables of leadership behavior, professional development, the influence of instructional 





tabulation to determine if relationships existed within the indicators of teacher 
demographics.  
Qualitative data were collected through principal interviews, classroom 
observations and review of lesson plans and professional learn agendas.  Coding of the 
artifacts was used to identify common themes.  Through this process, all four research 
questions were addressed.  Chapter VI contains the finding of this research.  






FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLEMENTATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Quantitative Findings 
The purpose of this research was to examine the relationship of leadership 
behaviors, professional development, the influence of instructional coaches and teacher 
demographics on the use of formative assessments in the middle school classroom.  The 
quantitative data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 
(SPSS).  Using SPSS a regression analysis was performed.  An item to scale correlation 
was used to test for construct validity.  The survey was further tested for reliability using 
the Cronbach Alpha test.  Person’s r correlation coefficient was computed to make 
comparison of the use of formative assessments and the independent variables.    
RQ1: What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors and 
the use of formative assessments? 
RQ2:  What is the nature of the relationship between professional development 
and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ3:  What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
The correlations did not show any significant relationship between formative assessment 
and the independent variables of leadership behavior, professional development, and the 





RQ4:  What is the nature of the relationship between teacher demographics and 
the use of formative assessments? 
The quantitative analysis did show that in the area of teacher demographics, there 
did exist a significant relationship between the grade taught and the use of formative 
assessment suggesting that teachers in the highest grade level (grade 8) had the highest 
frequency of use.  Although it was not a statically significant level, the data did show that 
female teachers used formative assessments more frequently than their male counterparts.   
The data was subjected to further tests of cross tabulation to determine if relationships 
existed within the indicators of teacher demographics.  The survey data showed a strong 
significant relationship between certificate level, years’ experience and age which carries 
over to the findings of the correlation suggesting that the younger teachers, with fewer 
years’ experience and who have lower certification levels tend to use formative 




The qualitative data were collected through principal interviews, classroom 
observations and review of lesson plans and professional learn agendas.  Common 
themes were identified to gain understanding related to the research questions. 
RQ1:  What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors and 
the use of formative assessments? 
At each of the research locations the principal acknowledges the use of formative 





devoted to formative assessments.  The principals’ self-evaluation of their behavior in the 
areas of planning and assessing for learning as ranging between proficient and needs 
improvement suggest they perceive that these are areas for growth.      
RQ2:  What is the nature of the relationship between professional development 
and the use of formative assessments? 
RQ3:  What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
Professional development in all three of the research locations is intentional as it 
relates to improving the learning environment.  Although training sessions cover a wide 
range of topics, based on a review of the agenda, formative assessment strategies are 
among the more prevalent.  Teachers receive training on the use of formative assessment 
strategies as well as on data collection and review techniques.   
In the two schools where instructional coaches are employed, professional 
development in the use of formative assessment strategies occurs more frequently.  
Principals expressed confidence in the coaches’ ability to foster a collaborative working 
relationship with the teachers, to assess teachers’ instructional needs and to develop a 
plan to address those concerns.  Additionally, instructional coaches supported teachers in 
the development of the school’s data room where formative assessment strategies are 
utilized to inform instructional decisions for classes and students.  When compared, the 
school in which more frequent professional development training in the area of formative 





RQ4: What is the nature of the relationship between teacher demographics and 
the use of formative assessments?  
Teacher observations and a review of their lesson plans provided an overview of 
the frequency with which formative assessment strategies were planned and 
implemented.  The data revealed that the ratio of planned activities when compared to the 
actual formative assessment activities observed were consistent from teacher to teacher.  
When considering factors of teacher demographics, principals’ overall impression is that 
their younger, less experienced staff members are more open and willing to embrace 
innovative ideas such as using formative assessment strategies. 
 
Conclusions and Implications 
This study is rooted in the premise that the use of formative assessments to 
determine student understanding and progress in order to identify learning needs and 
shape teaching is a prominent issue in education reform.  William, Lee, Harrison, and 
Black (2004) suggest that formative assessments lead to higher quality learning.  Results 
from their research in this field provide firm evidence that the use of formative 
assessments does produce tangible benefits in terms of external student performance.  On 
this assumption and the results of this study, the following conclusions were drawn.  
• Results from the qualitative data indicate that the principals studied 
understand what formative assessments are and their ability to help teachers 
and schools make informed instructional decisions.   
• Principals utilize formative assessment strategies to make decision related to 





• Principals’ administrative practices related to formative assessments includes 
creating structures that support their use, such as allotting routine time for 
training and hiring skilled instructional coaches.   
• Professional learning opportunities are provided and are relevant to teachers’ 
and students’ needs.  Additionally, opportunities are provided for 
implementation, following-up training and monitoring.   
• Professional development activities cover a wide range of topics including 
activities that can be associated with the use of formative assessment.  In the 
schools where instructional coaches are employed, teachers receive more 
professional development generally, and as a result more session related 
specifically to formative assessment strategies.   
• In two of the research locations, skilled instructional coaches are employed to 
provide instructional support.  Support includes a wide range of activities 
including conducting needs assessments for professional development 
sessions, training, one-on-one coaching, data analysis and maintenance of the 
data room.   
• Survey data suggest that teachers receive support from instructional coaches.  
Of the items listed, ones most frequently cited were in the analyzing of student 
data and in training on how to analyze student data.   
• One significant relationship revealed in the quantitative analysis is in the area 
of grade level.  The data show that the higher the grade level, the more 





grade teachers use formative assessment more frequently than seventh and 
seventh grade more frequently than sixth.  This is borne out by the qualitative 
data where more eighth and seventh grade teachers showed evidence of the 
use of formative assessment in their lesson plans and displayed during 
classroom observations.   
• Although it was not significant, the quantitative data showed that more female 
teachers used formative assessment strategies than did male teachers.    
• Additionally, the survey data showed a strong significant relationship between 
certificate level, years’ experience and age suggesting that the younger 
teachers, with fewer years’ experience and who have lower certification levels 
tend to use formative assessments.  The qualitative data supports this premise 
as well, both in the occurrence of planned activities and as observed during 
classroom observations.  All three principals also perceive this to be the case.  
 
Recommendations for Principals 
As it relates to the use of formative assessment strategies in the middle school 
classroom, the following recommendations are made. 
• On-going professional development related to the use of specific formative 
assessments strategies should be provided to schools staffs.   
• Professional development opportunities should be differentiated based on 
assessed need of the individual or group of teachers.  As the data from this 





the use of formative assessments are male, sixth grade, veteran, and teachers 
who certified through alternative routes.   
• Develop a process for implementing and monitoring the Formative 
Instructional Practices platform provided by the Georgia Department of 
Education.   
• Maximize funding allocations in order to hire support personnel such as 
instructional coaches.   
• Professional Development in the area of data usage and interpretation should 
be provided or increased. 
 
Recommendations for Districts 
• Support schools in funding the instructional coach positions in schools where 
local funds are not available.    
• The district should develop local protocols for implementing and monitoring 
GaDOE initiatives.   
• Provide professional development for principals on planning and assessing for 
learning strategies that would support their growth in the instructions related 
area of the Leader Keys Effectiveness System (LKES). 
 
Recommendations for Further Study 
• Because of the significant relationship between the demographic groups of 
certificate level, years’ experience and age and the implications into their use 





• Based on the findings of the qualitative data, the influence of instructional 
coaches is a factor in teachers’ use of formative assessments.  As a result, the 
position of instructional coaches and how they impact student achievement is 
recommended for further study. 
 
Summary 
As teachers, schools, and districts work to develop and implement strategies that 
improve student performance, researchers continue to grapple with what ultimately 
makes the difference.  Ruiz-Primo and Furtak (2006) surmised that the teachers whose 
enactment of informal formative assessments had students with higher performance on 
embedded assessments and on posttest scores.  Guided by the idea that research-based 
formative assessment can help to empower students, and improve instruction, this 






Teacher Survey (Proposal Copy) 
 
Please indicate the extent to which each statement characterizes your belief by placing a 
check in the appropriate box, using the following scale:  
 
SD = strongly disagree      D = disagree          A = agree           SA = strongly agree 
 
Stated Research Questions SD D A SA 
What is the nature of the relationship between leadership behaviors 
and the use of formative assessments? 
 
  1. The principal sets an example of hard work     
  2. The principal makes sure that professional learning activities 
are relevant to teachers’ and students’ needs 
    
  3 The principal encourages teachers to use innovative teaching 
strategies 
    
  4. The principal uses research-based techniques for gathering and 
analyzing data from multiple sources to use in making decisions 
related to the curriculum and school improvement. 
    
  5. The principal monitors and evaluates the use of formative, 
assessments to provide timely feedback to staff. 
    
  6. The principal uses assessment information in making 
recommendations or decisions that are in the best interest of 
students. 
    
  7. The principal uses assessment information in making 
recommendations or decisions that are in the best interest of the 
school. 
    
  8. The principal shared information with the staff about Formative 
Instructional Practices (FIP) training. 
    
  9. The principal established a timeline for completing Formative 
Instructional Practices (FIP) training. 
    
10. Teachers are provided adequate time to implement professional 
learning activities and are provided follow-up after training. 





SD = strongly disagree      D = disagree          A = agree           SA = strongly agree 
 
Stated Research Questions SD D A SA 
What is the nature of the relationship between professional 
development and the use of formative assessments? 
 
11. I have participated in professional development training 
devoted to the use of formative assessments. 
    
12. I received professional development training in the use of 
higher order thinking skills. 
    
13. I received professional development training in the use 
formative assessments. 
    
14. I have a login to the Formative Instructional Practices (FIP) 
training website. 
    
15. I have completed one or more modules of the Formative 
Instructional Practices (FIP) training. 
    
What is the nature of the relationship between the influence of 
instructional coaches and the use of formative assessments? 
 
16. Our instructional coach has provided training in the use of 
formative assessment. 
    
17. Our instructional coach has modeled the use of formative 
assessments in my classroom. 
    
18. Our instructional coach has provided training on analyzing my 
student data. 
    
19. Our instructional coach has helped me analyze student data.     
20. Our instructional coach has provided training in how to write 
teacher commentary. 
    
21. Our instructional coach has provided training on how to 
analyzing students’ incorrect responses on test. 
    
What is the nature of the relationship between teacher 
demographics and the use of formative assessments?  
 
Please answer the following demographic questions by circling the appropriate choice. 
 
22. Certification Level: T-4  T-5   T-6  Other 
 
23. Years’ Experience: 0-3  4-6  7-10  10+  
 






25. Certificate Type:  Traditional   Alternate Certification 
 
26. Gender:   Male   Female 
 
Indicate the degree to which the following formative assessment 


















27. Higher order questioning.    
28. Use of wrong answers to develop understanding    
29. Pause between 3–7 second before soliciting a response to a 
question. 
   
30. Allow student to work in collaborative groups.    
31. Provide teacher commentary on student work.    
32. Provide opportunity for peer review of student work.    
33. Offer feedback to individual students for editing of work before 
taking a final grade. 
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Examining the Relationship Between the Use of Formative Assessments in the Middle 
School Classroom and Select Causal Factors 
 
 
Please indicate the extent to which each statement characterizes your belief by placing a 
check in the appropriate box, using the following scale: 
 
Strongly Disagree        Disagree           Agree           Strongly Agree 
  
 
1. Our instructional coach has helped me analyze student data.   
 
2. Teachers are provided adequate time to implement professional learning activities 
and are provided follow-up after training.  
 
3. Our instructional coach has provided training on how to analyzing students’ 
incorrect responses on test.   
 
4. The principal uses research-based techniques for gathering and analyzing data from 
multiple sources to use in making decisions related to the curriculum and school 
improvement.   
 
5. I have completed one or more modules of the Formative Instructional Practices 
(FIP) training.    
 
6. Our instructional coach has provided training in the use of formative assessment.  
 
7. The principal makes sure that professional learning activities are relevant to 
teachers’ and students’ needs.   
 
8. Our instructional coach has provided training on analyzing my student data. 
 
9. The principal shared information with the staff about Formative Instructional 





10. The principal uses assessment information in making recommendations or decisions 
that are in the best interest of students.  
 
11. The principal monitors and evaluates the use of formative, assessments to provide 
timely feedback to staff.  
 
12. Our instructional coach has modeled the use of formative assessments in my 
classroom.  
 
13. Our instructional coach has provided training in how to write teacher commentary.  
 
14. The principal encourages teachers to use innovative teaching strategies.  
 
15. I have received professional development training in the use of higher order 
thinking skills.  
 
16. I have a login to the Formative Instructional Practices (FIP) training website.  
 
17. I received professional development training in the use formative assessments.  
 
18. The principal uses assessment information in making recommendations or decisions 
that are in the best interest of the school.  
 
19. The principal established a timeline for completing Formative Instructional 
Practices (FIP) training.   
 
20. I have participated in professional development training devoted to the use of 
formative assessments.   
 
21. The principal sets an example of hard work. 
 
Check the box to indicate the frequency you use each formative assessment strategy 
listed below. 
  A = Never  B = Occasionally  C = Often  D = Daily 
 
22. Higher order questioning. 
 
23. Use of wrong answers to develop understanding. 
 
24. Pause between 3 – 7 second before soliciting a response to a question. 
 
25. Allow student to work in collaborative groups. 
 





27. Provide opportunity for peer review of student work. 
 
28. Offer feedback to individual students for editing of work before taking a final 
grade. 
 
21. Require students to set performance goals. 
 
Answer the following demographic questions by circling the appropriate choice. 
 
30.  Certification Level:  T-4  T-5   T-6  Other 
 
31.  Years’ Experience:  0-3  4-6  7-10  10+ 
  
32. Age:    < 25           25-35           36-45  > 45 
 
33. Certificate Type:  Traditional   Alternate Certification 
 
















Principal Interview Protocol 
 
Variable I - Leadership Behaviors 
 
1. What rating: exemplary, proficient, needs improvement, ineffective, did you give yourself 
on the GaDOE self-assessment platform in the area of Planning for Learning?   
 
2. Why do you believe you earned that rating?   
 
3. What rating: exemplary, proficient, needs improvement, ineffective, did you give yourself 
on the GaDOE self-assessment platform in the area of Assessing for Learning?   
 
4. Why do you believe you earned that rating?   
 
5. How do you assess the use of formative assessment strategies by your staff? 
 
Variable II – Professional Learning 
 
6. What formative assessment strategies are most effectively used in your school?  
 
7. How do you determine professional development needs for the staff? 
 
8. How do you provide follow-up after training and how do you assess implementation?  
 
9. How do you monitor the use of the Formative Instructional Practices (FIP) professional 
learning platform? 
 
Variable III – Influence of Instructional Coaches 
 
10. How are instructional coaches utilized in your building?  
 
11. What percentage of coaches’ time is spent working with individual teachers? Analyzing 
student data?   
 
12. What form of feedback do coach offer teachers? When?   
 
13. How are instructional coaches activities assessed? 
 
 
Interview Protocol Developed 
In Collaboration with Dissertation Committee 








Date     School:     A   B C D  
Teacher      Number of Students     
Subject     Class period      
Start Time      End Time      
 
 No. of Times  
Formative Assessment Strategies Observed Notes 
(1) other   
(2) higher order questioning techniques   
(3) use of wrong answers   
(4) wait time   
(5) group work and pair work   
(6) feedback as comments and not grades   
(7) peer assessments   
(8) redrafting of work   
(9) collaborative goal setting   
 
Observation Tool Constructed  
In Collaboration with Dissertation Committee 








Examining the Relationship Between the Use of Formative Assessments in the Middle 
School Classroom and Select Causal Factors 
 
        Date TBD 
                                                                                                                                  
Dear Colleague: 
 
I am currently enrolled as a graduate student at Clark Atlanta University. As a doctoral 
candidate in the Department of Educational Research, I will be conducting a research 
project entitled Examining the Relationship Between the Use of Formative Assessments 
in the Middle School Classroom and Select Causal Factors.  This research study is 
designed to determine the degree to which specific factors formative assessment 
strategies are currently being used and what factors might impact their use.   I am 
requesting your permission to include you as a participant in this project. 
 
This project will begin on (beginning date) and end in June 2014.  The project will 
involve completing a 34-question survey.  From the participants completing the survey, 
four teachers will be randomly selected to have a 30-minute class session observed.     
 
Teachers will not be identified individually therefore participants will not receive direct 
benefit from the project.  However, implications derived from the study can benefit the 
district in improving leader behavior and teacher practices as it relates to the use of 
formative assessments which could ultimately improve student achievement. 
 
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts for participants in this project.  All 
personally identifiable information will be kept confidential.  Any identifiable 
information will be known only to the researcher.  The name of the school or the school 
district will not be included in the final report. 
 
Participation is voluntary.  You will not be penalized or lose any benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled if you decide that you will not participate in this research project.  
If you decide to participate you may discontinue participation at any time without penalty 





that you are not comfortable answering.  You have the right to inspect any instrument or 
materials related to the proposal. Your request will be honored within a reasonable period 
after the request is received.   
 
 
Researcher: Brenda H. Jones Dissertation Chair: Dr. Barbara Hill 
Institution: Clark Atlanta University Institution: Clark Atlanta University 
Phone: 770-413-2713 Phone: 404-880-6126 
Email: Brenda.Jones1@students.cau.edu   Email: bhill@cau.edu 
 
 
If you agree to participate in this research, please complete the information below: 
 
 
        
Participant’s Name (please print) Participant’s Signature  Date 
 
Please sign and return the consent form to receive a copy of the survey.  A second copy 
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